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Care theory is a complex theory to understand, and interpreting its meaning involves a close 
investigation of the context in which it is both employed and explored.  In this study, both 
conceptual and empirical literature will be analyzed, along with primary empirical research data, 
to help explicate the meaning of care as observed in various schooling contexts.  Theoretical and 
empirical scholars discuss care in very different ways which reflect unique frameworks for 
establishing the meaning of care in a relational sense between teachers and students.  
Recognizing that this study is framed in the context of teacher and student relationships in 
schools, I will test various ontological claims made by care theorists about how care is expressed 
between one who cares and the one for whom that caring takes place, the “cared-for.”  Empirical 
researchers use this framework either as a catapult for attempting to illustrate how care is 
operationalized in the school setting (e.g., student outcomes), or to develop a meaning of care 
through the analysis of empirical data.  Interviews with eight teacher participants across four 
school districts will help to further illuminate the meaning of care.  This study will provide 
educators with a fuller awareness of the different dimensions of care in the classroom and 








 As a mother of three, I believe that caring takes on dimensions that are extremely difficult 
to define but easy to identify.  Care must be inherently a part of who we are if we are to be 
considered caring individuals.  Having come from schooling institutions in which care was 
apparent in some cases and lack of care apparent in others, I view this course of inquiry as a 
source of intrigue as I ponder how student outcomes have been impacted under similar 
circumstances.  I do believe that caring teachers and schools are necessary for students to be 
successful. 
In the role of teacher, I believe it is incumbent upon me to meet the needs of my students 
so that they are academically successful.  Understanding this charge is also my moral obligation 
which is to do no harm and to show that I am concerned for their emotional and intellectual 
well-being.  To do this, my expression of care must be sincere and cannot be actions under false 
pretense.  In other words, I believe that my heart must match my actions.  There are some 
individuals who do things that are right; however, caring for what is right (or doing the right 
thing) may not necessarily mean caring for another (caring for the person for whom you are 
doing what is right).  In my opinion, there is a connection between the means and the end. When 
there is no connection between the heart and the action that follows, there is a risk of missing the 
needs of another, which might constitute a lack of caring. 
In caring for students, I am certain that there were times when I got caring wrong.  There 
are times when I did not possess the wisdom to assist a student in personal needs outside of the 
classroom.  Additionally, there were times when I was not able to help students ascend to a 
higher level of achievement, for whatever reason that might have existed.  However, I did 





Reflecting upon the literature about care theory, I find myself concerned about the 
current state of caring relationships in schools.  As Director of Teacher Education for the 
Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education, I am able to examine a wide range of issues in 
higher education as well as common education.  What I am seeing too often is that schooling 
institutions and institutions of higher education are so bound by academic mandates and state 
policies that the focus on the non-academic needs of students is almost impossible to maintain.  
In common education, the idea of teachers maintaining caring relationships with students often 
becomes secondary to meeting state standards and ensuring students pass mandated exams.  The 
extraordinary class sizes, especially at the secondary level, coupled with the short time periods 
for class further complicates the ability to cultivate teacher/student relationships.  To make 
matters worse, teachers and administrators will soon be evaluated on their students’ abilities to 
successfully master content and pass standardized tests.  These evaluations will impact their 
employment status, which is detrimental to their own livelihoods.  Thus, self-preservation moves 
to the forefront, and care about the student diminishes to what the student can accomplish on the 
teacher and/or administrator’s behalf.  Policy takes precedence over advocacy. 
On a more personal level, there is a non-caring, systemic example that had a personal 
impact on me as a child.  In 1982, I was a student at a low to middle income community 
elementary school.  Tragically, the school system in which my school was located failed to 
provide adequate equipment to support the boiler room for the school’s cafeteria.  Whether due 
to inadequate funding or simple neglect, the boiler exploded, resulting in the deaths of one 
teacher and several students, while injuring countless others – both mentally and physically.  We 





teachers, or administrators.  We were simply reinstated, following the repairs, to an already 
constructed set of portables at the local middle school. 
In this particular case, the mission of the school was to focus on the academic 
requirements mandated to students.  It was important to meet our academic needs.  The school 
and its leadership failed to meet the additional needs of myself and my classmates.  Our physical 
safety was put at risk, our emotional well-being was shattered, and our humanity was not 
important in the eyes of the institution.  Although we were young children, we realized that this 
was not indicative of care.  It was painful.  It was negligent.  It was destructive.  It had long term 
consequences for me and my fellow classmates.   
This was an institution that endorsed a non-caring ethic, although I admit that there were 
indeed teachers within that environment who did care.  Regardless, the schooling institution 
functioned in such a way that it failed to allow those individuals (e.g., teachers, administrators, 
etc.) within it to meet the needs of the students.  The schooling institution served as a detriment 
to endorsing a caring environment and, thus, caring relationships. 
Having witnessed the deaths of classmates and a teacher whom I admired, I was scarred 
for life.  Though my teachers and administrators were competent, well-meaning, and caring 
individuals, the realization that I was not completely cared for became painfully evident.  This 
incident, among others, is what has caused me to want to explore the element of care in schools 
and classrooms. I have a strong concern for current school mandates that systemically disregard 
student needs.  Academics are extremely important; however, creating citizens who understand 
the value of - and engage harmoniously in - mutuality, love, and respect for one another is just 
as important, if not more important.  For these reasons, I explore care in schools as a way to 







 The focus of this study is to understand teacher perception of care, what is 
reflected in the literature about care, and how care is operationalized in the 
classroom or school setting to impact student outcomes.  Care is often considered 
a vital and necessary component for those individuals involved in education 
because teacher care for students is deemed, loosely, as one of the main 
motivators for wanting to help children learn, grow, and be successful in school.  
However, the reality is that there are many ways to define care. The definition of 
care may vary from one person to the next, such that the idea of care in a 
classroom or school setting takes on significantly different characteristics that 
may or may not be apparent to students.  What, then, would be the point of 
studying a phenomenon that is so difficult to make distinct and clear?  I argue that 
in studying care, educators will find meaning in how it is internalized by other 
educators and operationalized in the school setting.  This is important to know 
because teachers who perceive themselves as caring may not be aware of the 
different dimensions that “care” takes on in the classroom or school setting and 
the complex ways in which a caring attitude or a caring practice impacts student 
growth.  Additionally, teachers whose desire is to promote student academic and 
social success may not consider how their efforts, perceived as being motivated 
by care, are interpreted by and affect their students.  Furthermore, though care 





it is helpful to obtain a glimpse of how care might potentially impact student 
outcomes.  
 Scholars interpret the meaning of care in different ways. Because there is 
no exact formula for what care entails, it becomes necessary to highlight 
meanings of care that may overlap, intersect, or diverge.  Three approaches to 
care theory must be noted to understand the richness of the theory that has 
evolved as a result of these approaches.  One approach is a conceptual one and is 
supported by renowned care theorists such as Nel Noddings
1
 and Milton 
Mayeroff.
2
   The second and third approaches are empirical and are reflected by 





 Cheryl Ellerbrock, and Sarah Kiefer.
5
 
 This study aims to highlight elements of both conceptual scholarship and 
empirical research.
6
  Conceptual scholarship grounded in care theory makes an 
ontological claim about care.  These ontological claims are reflective of the 
commitments theorists have about the reality of care.  However, empirical 
research grounded in care theory is based on observation or experimentation 
which leads to the foundation of knowledge.  Here, the empirical focus requires a 
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 Nel Noddings, Caring: A feminine Approach to Ethics and Moral Education (Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 2003). 
2
 Milton Mayeroff, On Caring (New York: Harper Perennial,1971). 
3
 Mari Ann Roberts, “Toward a Theory of Culturally Relevant Critical Teacher Care: African 
American Teachers’ Definitions and Perceptions of Care for African American Students” Journal 
of Moral Education 39, no.4 (2010). 
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of Educational Research (Tampa: Routledge, 2010). 
6
 Also, referenced in Goldie Thompson, “Teacher Understanding of Care: Mediating the Structure 
of Schools with the Relational Aspects of the Classroom,” The Oklahoma Association of Teacher 





more post positivist approach to understanding the phenomenon of care.  Two 
types of empirical research emerge from this study: (1) one in which the concept 
of care is imported from the conceptual framework and used to look at student 
outcomes; and (2) another strand in which researchers try to build a concept of 
care by looking at empirical data.  
Thus, there are distinct differences between care theorists and care 
researchers.  An analysis of both the conceptual (theoretical) and empirical 
components of care will enhance the understanding of how this study could 
impact teacher education.  The study will shed light on ways educators might 
modify their instructional approaches to teaching and learning in an attempt to 
strengthen their relationships with students, recognizing care as a significant part 
of that effort.  
Purpose and Rationale for the Study   
The purpose of this research study is to gain a better understanding of the 
perceptions teachers have about care as it relates to the classroom setting and 
their relationships with students.
7
  This research is important because teachers’ 
notions of what their job entails may or may not reflect what the literature says 
about caring in the classroom.  Evaluating teachers’ perceptions about care in 
light of the literature will help to further explicate meaning about this 
phenomenon and help sensitize educators and policy makers to the relational 
aspects of care in the classroom.  
                                                 
7
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Additionally, this research study will help highlight various interpretations 
of care across empirical and theoretical domains.  The word “care” is not used 
when soliciting teacher responses to the research questions.  Their understanding 
of care is inferred from their responses to questions about positive student 
outcomes.  The goal of the research is to extract common themes regarding care 
that emerge from teacher participant responses.  These themes are then used to 
formulate a lens through which one can observe the underlying meaning(s) and 
significance of care in the classroom. Utilizing an overlay technique, the research 
literature will further explicate meanings of care in light of the teacher responses. 
Educators and policy makers may find this information helpful to inform teaching 
practice.   
Considering the nature of the study, then, it is important to consider the 
implications for embodying the care ethic as there are significant benefits for 
society in which students emerge to become citizens.  In The Schoolhome, Jane R. 
Martin
8
 talks about the significance of children and the role of adults in educating 
them toward an ethic of care, concern, and connection.  She articulately points out 
that the society we live in today is bound by acts of violence (emotional, spiritual, 
and physical) with a total disregard for human worth.
9
   As a result, dysfunctions 
such as sexism, racism, classism, and other problematic practices have influenced 
the norming principles upon which many individuals have come to develop their 
moral dispositions.  It is no surprise then that modern society continues to evolve 
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Harvard University Press, 1992). 
9
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in such a way that social ills are perpetuated through deficits in moral and ethical 
foundations.   
However, there are scholars who suggest mechanisms by which these 
social ills can be addressed such that individuals can learn to live in mutually 
caring and socially just ways, eliminating what Martin refers to as “cultural 
liabilities.”
10
  Though families are the primary socializing agent of children
11
 and 
highly influential in forming a child’s moral compass, other socializing agents 
exist that can also have a large influence over individual beliefs, attitudes, and 
behaviors.  One such entity that is common to all people in a society is the 
institution of school.  This particular setting lends itself to supporting common 
interests and educating individuals for a common good.  To accomplish this goal, 
students must first learn what it means to work cohesively, respectfully, and 
peaceably with others, having a strong regard for the needs and well-being of their 
peers.  Hence, incorporating the ethic of care in school and classroom settings can 
promote a communal nature of care and encourage dispositions necessary to 
improve the human condition. 
In addition to this moral framework, the study will include an emphasis on 
academic achievement and how to possibly align a caring ethic within the school 
and classroom setting to support this goal.  This study will highlight those 
elements that correspond with care in the academic context. Thus, the research 
will illuminate the significance of care and the relational influence care can have 
on personal and academic student growth. 
                                                 
10
 Jane R. Martin, Cultural Miseducation: In Search of a Democratic Solution (New York: 
Teachers College Press, 2002). 
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Uncaring schooling institutions and/or teachers can increase the likelihood 
that students will not be successful in school.
12
  Because schooling institutions are 
the fabric of American society, the success of students who matriculate through 
schools become important to their individual growth as well as the betterment of 
the human condition. According to Shaunessy and McHatton, “In schools where 
learners feel engaged, cared for, respected, and part of the learning community, 
achievement of all students is higher than in schools where students feel 
disconnected to peers and teachers.”
13
   
Schooling institutions that are considered uncaring are not necessarily 
created that way by design; however, the structure of these institutions is such that 
it is difficult to accommodate an explicit focus on care.  For instance, schools are 
directed by local, state, and federal mandates that underscore the importance of 
academic content as opposed to interpersonal relationships.  As a result, teachers 
are required to focus on academic content. Meeting this directive in their 
classrooms can sometimes make interpersonal relationships secondary to content 
acquisition.  Because of the intensity involved in making sure all students are 
prepared academically to successfully reach benchmarks and complete 
assessments, many teachers find it difficult to promote caring relationships 
between themselves and their students.  This is especially true at the secondary 
level where students have limited time periods with multiple teachers. Elementary 
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 Also, referenced in Goldie Thompson, “Teacher Understanding of Care: Mediating the Structure 
of Schools with the Relational Aspects of the Classroom,” The Oklahoma Association of Teacher 
Educators 16 (2013): 33. 
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classrooms are embedded in a different institutional setting that makes caring 
relationships between teachers and students a little easier; however, the mandates 
still exist – even in the early grades.  Thus, schooling institutions created, 
influenced, and shaped by local, state, and federal mandates make caring more 
difficult to do in classrooms, even though teachers attempt to do so.   
Schooling institutions typically focus on facilitating academic measures 
and are considered to be supportive entities of student growth
14
 which might be 
loosely defined as caring in nature.  However, the distinction must be made 
between “institutional care” in an academic sense as opposed to “interpersonal 
teacher care” which is relational in nature.  It is one thing to ask the question - For 
whom or what does the institution care?  It is an entirely different thing to ask the 
question - For whom or what does the teacher care? Likely, both would solicit 
very different answers.  The distinction is complex and can be perplexing at times 
when trying to ascertain the extent of care within those two domains.  The 
schooling institution can be said to care for students, but their primary concern is 
measures of academic success; whereas, teachers within that same institution 
might say they care for the students, and that care encompasses academic, social, 
as well as personal elements. 
As mentioned earlier, it is rare to find teachers who say they do not care 
for students, but it is quite probable that there are some who do not.  It is 
important to note here that, according to various empirical studies such as those 
                                                 
14









 uncaring teachers would 
include those teachers who fail to ensure students are engaged in academic 
content and growing in a productive direction that will promote positive outcomes 
for them.  Again, this is looking at the meaning of care through a pedagogical or 
academic context which may not align with other pedagogical views of care.  
Additionally, conceptual and empirical scholars alike contend that uncaring 
teachers lack the imperative to build positive interpersonal relationships with 
students in their classrooms; but again, the idea of what an uncaring teacher is 
takes on different dimensions, depending on the context and viewpoint.  In any 
case, with uncaring teachers, the risk remains that purposeful engagement may 
not be achieved because teachers fail to make connections with students. 
The problem becomes exacerbated when students lack caring teachers, 
because the risk of their having unsuccessful outcomes is greatly increased.  Not 
only can the institution limit caring relationships, but teachers can perpetuate this 
practice as well by losing focus of the importance of caring relations in the 
classroom.  In this situation, lack of care in classroom and school settings can 
result in negative student outcomes, and it does in many cases. Opalewski and 
Unkovich explain the significance a caring environment can have on student 
learning:  
Education is a people business. The sooner that teachers of every level 
learn this extremely important principle, the better the educational 
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experience will be for both the child and the educator… As quality 
relationships are developed with students, attitudes improve. When 
attitudes improve, behavior improves. When behavior improves, the 
classroom atmosphere for learning improves. When the classroom 
atmosphere for learning improves, attendance for both students and 
teachers improves. When attendance improves, the chance for academic 
success greatly improves… The greatest needs for young people are 
affection, acceptance, feeling valuable, and knowing that they have a 
positive purpose in life.
17
 
Implicit in the problem is a lack of positive academic and social outcomes in 
numerous American public school systems.  According to Ellerbrock and Kiefer, 
“Traditional high schools are often unresponsive to adolescents’ developmental 
needs and are characterized by a sense of mistrust between students and 
teachers…. In order to facilitate positive development, caring school communities 
can create a context that is responsive to adolescents’ developmental needs.”
18
  
Thus, these authors contend that the community, utilizing an ethic of care, plays a 
vital part in supporting schools. 
As a component imperative for student success, care then is central to the 
teaching and learning process, as well as the significance of its relational aspects 
must be highlighted.  According to multiple research studies, teacher care is 
included as a significant factor in determining student resilience and continuation 
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in schools.  Souza, citing Phelan, Davidson and Cao, emphasizes that students 
“are more motivated to learn when they have caring teachers.”
19
 Thus, these 
scholars emphasize the relationship with a caring and compassionate teacher is 
pivotal in supporting student learning experiences.  The assertion here is that the 
impact of a caring teacher provides students with the motivation and 
encouragement to continue through graduation.   
Still, other successful factors are attributed to teacher care.  Souza, citing 
Epstein, states that “…students claimed that the caring, life-skill oriented, and 
intellectually stimulating environment…accounted for their success.”
20
 An 
example of evidence supporting this assertion is illustrated in an article by Easton 
and Soguero in which they share a successful model of the Eagle Rock Boarding 
School located in Estes, Colorado.  This school for struggling students ensures 
their success through alternative means which include “expanding their 
knowledge base, communicating effectively, creating and making healthy life 
choices, engaging as a global citizen, and practicing leadership for justice.”
21
 This 
example represents a practical application of principles illustrated in Souza’s 
empirical study.  Additionally, it reflects other forms of success that align with 
conceptual frameworks for actualized care. The Eagle Rock Boarding School 
appears to be a perfect model for progressive education in the Deweyan sense and 
bases its graduation and completion principles on something other than 
                                                 
19
 Tasha Souza, “The Communication of Caring: An Analysis of At-Risk Students in an 
Alternative School,” Journal of the Northwest Communication Association 34 (2005): 41. 
20
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Alternative School,” Journal of the Northwest Communication Association 34 (2005);41.  
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21
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proficiency in content knowledge and benchmark assessments. Additionally, 
students engage in caring relations with faculty in which they interact in ways that 
promote mutuality, respect, and concern for one another – an outcome that Jane 
R. Martin would wholeheartedly support.  Such elements within this illustration 
extend within and beyond the classroom setting.  
An interesting facet of the Eagle Rock Boarding School is that it is not a 
public school and, therefore, has flexibility in how it proceeds with helping 
students successfully matriculate. A focus on the interpersonal relationships 
between faculty, staff, and students is a major part of this effort.  This school 
model is a rare example of institutional supports that promote an atmosphere 
closer to the idea of caring Noddings theorizes. However, such a model is not 
common in public schools.   
Still, there is an element of concern here as we observe the notion of care 
itself.  Even though both empirical research and conceptual research support the 
claim that care is a necessary component for student success, there is something 
problematic about the expectations associated with caring relations. Conceptual 
research focuses on the caring relation that includes such elements as nurturing, 
“respect, empathy, human kindness, and justice.”
22
 Expectations of the 
relationship, in this sense, are not necessarily framed by academic elements or 
expectations.  However, one strand of empirical research attempts to create a 
conceptual understanding of the caring relation by looking at school related data 
which might inform its meaning.   For example, Shanessy and McHatton look at 
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academic factors such as students’ ability to master content which informs their 
(the students’) thinking about the extent to which teachers cared for them in 
helping them to do so.
23
 Here, the expectation of the relationship is likely to 
include academic factors.  Care, then, has unique implications for student 
outcomes.  Yet, many scholars agree that it is indeed necessary.  
How we define care is often evident in our behavior or embodiment of it.  
One can look at care as an attitude, a successful performance, or both.  In a 
practical sense, care might include the act of inducing academic growth, as 
illustrated in the work by Garrett, Barr, and Rothman.
24
 Caring may also take on 
additional meanings that are not commonly associated with the often assumed 
notions of love, concern, connectedness, and the like.  Sometimes, students may 
embrace a harsher element of what they perceive as care such as physical 
discipline or isolated threats to encourage a desired behavior.  Therefore, it is 
important to look closely at the phenomenon of care to explore its many domains 
in the school setting and how it potentially impacts students.   
Research Questions 
This research seeks to answer the following questions: How do secondary 
teachers’ responses about positive student outcomes reflect notions of care in the 
school and/or classroom setting? What patterns and themes emerge from 
secondary teacher participant responses regarding their own approaches to 
promoting positive outcomes (possible caring) for students? What themes are 
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prevalent among secondary teacher participants in their responses regarding 
opposition or support from administrators (institutions) as they implement such 












Context for Caring Relations in Schools 
 In order to grasp some concept of what care entails and the complexity of 
the issue from the classroom perspective, as opposed to the institutional 
perspective, we must first look at the context for caring relations in schools at its 
minute level – teacher and student.  This will help provide some clarity for why 
difficulties emerge when examining various concepts of care and attempting to 
make distinctions. 
Rarely will educators enter the teaching profession without acknowledging 
care for students in some capacity.  The general expectation is that the teacher has 
a responsibility to help students excel academically and, in some cases, socially to 
ensure an independent and productive citizen for society.  Thus, care may be 
expressed as a concern for student academic, personal, and/or social growth.  It 
may be exhibited through the enforcement of strict content requirements or a 
gentle pat on the back showing encouragement.  It may consist of a stern 
reprimand for poor behavior or an encouraging word in light of failure. It may 
even be considered an act of “tough” love that others might find 
unconscionable.
25
  Still, the idea is that most teachers believe that they show care 
for students by advancing them forward to some degree. 
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  Caring teachers, then, do not necessarily have intentions that focus on 
creating dispositions of mutuality and respect among fellow schoolmates.  
Moreover, students may not explicitly be taught to care for, nurture, or love one 
another as an explicit part of the school curriculum; rather, these practices often 
become secondary byproducts of school culture, if at all.  Nevertheless, it is often 
assumed and, in many cases, understood that teachers care for their students.  
After all, what teachers would say that they did not care about their students?  
One would be more apt to hear such a claim from the students themselves or some 
other stakeholder outside of the schooling institution. 
 The question of whose opinion counts in the caring relation is often 
overlooked when discussing teacher perspectives as opposed to student 
perspectives.  When observing the public school system, this issue becomes 
extremely relevant because of the unequal power relation between students and 
their teachers.  After all, the teacher is the one in charge of student learning.  This 
becomes crucial when discussing the caring relation as it relates to teachers and 
students in classroom settings.  I argue that students’ opinions about what 
constitutes effective caring matter just as much as the teacher’s; however, the 
students’ feelings toward their teacher’s caring (or uncaring) efforts may not carry 
                                                                                                                                     
backgrounds of poverty and violence.  Still, he managed to help them be academically successful 
and in most of their cases, socially successful as well.  This example adequately portrays the 
dilemma of answering the aforementioned question of whether or not he was a caring teacher.  
However, this question can be best answered, or at least addressed, if one considers their own 
definition of what it means to be a caring teacher.  If one’s definition of caring is the teacher’s 
efforts to produce a positive academic outcome, then Escalante might be considered a very caring 
teacher.  On the other hand, if one takes into account other characteristics that might define a 
caring teacher, such as nurturing qualities or encouragement of student learning interests despite 





as much weight in light of the tasks required of both parties, as set forth by local, 
district, and state policy.  
Noddings supports the notion that students’ opinion in the caring relation 
is just as significant as those of the teacher.
26
  In fact, caring may not exist if 
students feel that their needs are not being met by a teacher, even if that teacher 
deems himself or herself as caring for that same student. This may involve both 
academic and non-academic needs.  Empirical researchers sometimes place more 
value on a teacher’s caring abilities and opinions as these are seen to be reflected 
in student academic outcomes.  However, one study regarding students’ 
perspectives on care in schools suggests that more research is necessary in this 
area: “Future considerations of care in schools must regard the views of students, 
pedagogical responses to these understandings, and the short- and long-term 
efficacy of these efforts in shaping the students…”
27
  In light of this 
acknowledgement, the current study aims to address certain teacher perspectives 
or understandings of care while also recognizing that such an investigation does 
not constitute a complete examination of student perspectives.  Rather the intent 
of this analysis is to bring awareness to the complexities of the expression of care 
in school and classroom settings and its potential impact on student outcomes. 
 The complexity of caring approaches within the classroom and school 
settings often raises several questions about what really constitutes care and how 
care is successfully operationalized. How do teachers perceive themselves as 
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agents of care?  What types of behaviors and attitudes do teachers express as 
reflective of a care ethic?  How do teachers define care?  How is the idea of care 
supported in the structure of schooling institutions? 
To be clear, both the conceptual and empirical literature emphasizes the 
caring relationship between a student and teacher as essential for the academic 
success of the student.  However, there is a distinct difference in the literature that 
should be further clarified when discussing the perceived relationship between 
caring and academic success.  There are teachers who care for what is right and, 
therefore, act according to this moral compass.  In this sense, they express 
rightness (or what one might perceive as care) as an ethic of duty to make sure 
students learn and have successful academic outcomes.  Conversely, there are 
those teachers who care for others in doing what is right. These actions lend 
themselves closer to the idea of what Noddings calls an ethic of care.  Those 
teachers who possess this value, also act from a moral compass that requires them 
to make sure students learn and have successful academic outcomes. What is 
consistent about these two examples of caring teachers is that they both have 
moral and ethical approaches to pedagogical caring;
28
 however, their approaches 
to such caring might be motivated by different internal dispositions.  Caring for 
what is right might be closely aligned with ethical care,
29
 and caring for others in 
doing what is right might be spurred on by a natural care ethic.
30
 Here, care has a 
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dichotomous function: it can be expressed as a practice or as an attitude. 
Regardless, academic success becomes the focal point in a results driven 
atmosphere and teacher care is deemed relevant to this outcome. 
 The possibility exists that teacher care and academic success can occur 
independently of one another in a school setting; however, the empirical research 
suggests that the likelihood of academic success becomes greater with the 
presence of a caring teacher.  Still, it must be noted that even caring teachers can 
still have students who are not academically successful and vice versa.     
 According to the empirical literature, most school systems are structured 
in such a way that caring takes on characteristics of practice.  Teachers teach in an 
effort to reach a desired outcome for students, and their efforts are perceived as 
motivated through an ethic of care.  In caring for students, they proceed to do 
what is right for them – prepare students for academic success.  However, at any 
given time in their teaching career, the possibility of teaching a lesson because the 
teacher cares for what is right can seep into the caring duality and mask the true 
intentions of the teacher in the perceived caring relationship, (though good 
intentions).  The distinctions are not always clear.  The resulting interpretations of 
care, then, become complex and, in many cases, not easy to discern the means 
from the end. 
The reality of school systems today is that they require data driven results 
that reflect student learning and academic growth.  Emphasis is placed on 
summative assessments and benchmark levels – not care per se.  Systems have 





so that the failure of students to learn the “required material” by the “assigned 
deadline” results in punitive measures taken against students as well as the school 
faculty and staff.  School districts cannot afford to incur the harsh penalties 
associated with “perceived” teacher/student failure.  Thus, the focal point in 
schools and school districts becomes raising test scores and emphasizing content 
knowledge instead of building relationships.  In essence, teachers are placed at the 
helm of the ship guiding students toward the successful completion of these goals.  
Unfortunately, under this system, students have been reduced to interchangeable 
parts on a routinized assembly line of knowledge. The intent is that they reach a 
certain level of completion at each designation in the assembly line. Incomplete 
(or inadequate) parts are either tampered with in an attempt to fix (remediate) 
them or thrown out (left behind) with no hope of ever reaching functioning 
capacity.   
If the assembly line analogy is representative of public schools, and if 
these schools produce good results (as measured by grades and test scores) and 
good lives for most students (as measured by future educational attainment, 
employment, and salary), would this be considered a sign of caring for students 
within these institutions?  Noddings and Mayeroff might answer “no” because 
such a process fails to acknowledge differences between and among students; 
hence, their individual needs would not be addressed via a caring relationship.  
Additionally, this process does not account for those students who were not 
successful – a strong indicator of lack of care.   Souza, Roberts, Shiller, and other 





would be on those constructs in place that are representative of care in the school 
and how those constructs might influence student success.  Again, the assumption 
here is that all students are the same, which is incongruent with the relational 
principles of the care ethic.    
An interesting dichotomy is presented here. On one hand, teachers and the 
schools in which they work identify caring as a necessity for students; however, 
the structure of schools seems to work in opposition to this caring dynamic.  Yet, 
some hesitation is required when suggesting that schooling institutions do not 
support caring relationships.  In cases where students have failed to excel 
academically or even socially, is it fair to assume that their teachers or the schools 
themselves failed in some way to adequately care?  Conversely, in cases where 
students have excelled academically and/or socially, can we assume that care was 
present?  Do schooling institutions support or limit caring relationships between 
teachers and students?  Is there a mismatch between caring teachers and caring 
institutions?  
Schools are institutions that function as centers of teaching and learning 
and are often depicted as caring institutions because of their responsibility for 
children and adolescents.  Within schools are communities, loosely defined, that 
bear a common goal, common interest, and, overall, culture specific to that 
domain; hence, the communal nature of schools and the extent of their reach to all 
individuals in society make them appealing places for establishing norms that can 
be shared, integrated, and solidified into what is considered socially and morally 





valuing of others regardless of their individual beliefs, looks, or stature in life.  If 
schooling institutions were to explicitly promote a care ethic, they would be ideal 
entities for influencing society on a larger scale, thereby promoting a communal 
nature of care.  This care ethic would be applicable to multiple types of schooling 
institutions, including public, charter, and private schools.  Other institutions that 
reflect attributes of care might also include hospitals as well as churches; 
however, other than the family, there are no institutions as consistently and 
longitudinally influential as the institution of schooling.  Here, the focus will be 
on traditional schooling institutions, as we know them today. 
To call an institution “caring” requires closer examination of what that 
means.  Institutions do not live and breathe. The institution, itself cannot care for 
a person but the individuals who make up the institution have the ability to do so.   
In actuality, and metaphorically speaking, the extent to which an institution is 
considered caring is directly correlated with its ability to enhance or limit caring 
relations among and between the people that inhabit them.  Still, institutional care 
can be used in a metaphorical sense and not a literal one.  It is more important 
then, to consider the relational aspect of care between and among individuals 
within an institution of schooling than to simply posit that an institution, by virtue 
of being considered a caring institution, is that indeed. 
Individual responses within an institutional construct of care are vital to its 
existence.  The research suggests that in order for schooling institutions to have a 
legitimate claim to an ethic of care, the learning community and other 





harmony to support it.
31
  This means that relationships that meet the needs 
(academic and non-academic) of students are vital.  Those stakeholders who do 
not conform to this ideal can potentially hamper the efforts of those who are 
working to help students be successful and, inevitably, weaken the institutional 
construct of care. Still, a caveat exists such that the mission of the schooling 
institution may work against certain notions that might be considered caring.  For 
example, if a strong emphasis is placed on increasing test scores - and in many 
schools today, this is the case – relationships with students might take on a 
“results oriented” characteristic such that any needs the student has outside of 
testing requirements and academics might be made secondary or even ignored. In 
this case, many scholars might argue that this constitutes non-caring. 
Noddings, in The Challenge to Care in Schools, contends that “The 
structures of current schooling work against care, and at the same time, the need 
for care is perhaps greater than ever.”
32
   She is one who believes that most 
schooling institutions do not support caring relationships. Noddings would agree 
that education in the formal school setting is important; however, her approach to 
educational practice differs from what we currently see in most schools today.  
Learning to be caring and compassionate is an informal curricular attribute and is 
a need echoed in sentiments expressed by other conceptual scholars such as Jane 
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 philosophy scholar and book writer specializing in women and 
gender studies, as well as Anna Julia Cooper,
34
 nineteenth century educator, 
feminist activist, and social justice advocate. Noddings’ argument is conceptual 
and somewhat reflects the Deweyan concept of progressive schooling practices in 
which students are allowed to build a constructivist approach to knowledge and 
work together in the mutual interest of growing according to individual academic 
interests.  However, Noddings adds an additional component, emphasizing 
relational caring as an explicit part of the curriculum.
35
  Thus, instead of a 
byproduct of teaching and learning practices, under Noddings’ system care would 
be made into a formal component as well as a central focus of the curriculum.  
Schools today do not generally adopt such approaches to teaching and learning.  
Students are expected to be compliant rather than interactive in the learning 
process. In fact, a traditional approach
36
 to schooling is still very pervasive 
throughout the nation and follows a format that underscores the teacher as the 
giver of all knowledge and students as recipients of this knowledge.
37
  In a 
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traditional school, care is not a part of the formal curriculum but, if present, is 
considered a part of the implicit curriculum.  Care is assumed to already exist in 
the classroom and school setting by virtue of the educators who inhabit these 
domains.
38
 Conceptually, Noddings presents a radical framework for transforming 
schools and classrooms into unique places where establishing caring relationships 
with students is just as important as teaching content.  Additionally, such places 
would include teaching students to embody the care ethic in their relationship 
with others. Academic and social success would come as a result of caring for the 
student and the student’s personal or academic interests, as well as aiding the 
student towards these pursuits. 
While Noddings’ vision of what a caring school setting would entail 
seems appealing, it does not appear to be a practical approach to the function of 
schooling institutions as they exist today.  The institutional structure of schooling, 
as influenced by the policies and mandates that guide it, prevent the kind of 
relationships Noddings advocates should exist within such a setting.  An academic 
focus is central to the relationship between students and teachers because it is the 
primary driving force that enables schools to meet policy requirements.  
Academic success is reflected in high student scores on standardized tests, and 
this in turn impacts whether or not a school remains in good standing with district 
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and state officials.  Additionally, teacher evaluations are now being tied to student 
test scores, which shifts the focus from the needs of the student to the needs of the 
teacher, such that caring relationships are peripheral, at best. Failure to adhere to 
the expectations of national, state, and local mandates and/or benchmarks can 
result in the dismissal of school personnel, loss of school funding, or, worse yet, 
school closings.  Furthermore, a bad evaluation can negatively impact a teacher’s 
attitude, career, and employment status.  When the aim of student outcomes is 
contingent upon such punitive measures, caring relationships between teachers 
and students can become diminished to a contractual one in which the teaching 
and learning roles become highly technical and less emotional or abstract. 
Similar to Noddings’ conceptual scholarship that advocates the necessity 
for care in school and classroom settings, empirical researchers also emphasize 
the need for care in this same domain.   However, unlike Noddings’ transforming 
paradigm for implementing a care curriculum in schools, some empirical 
researchers focus on schools as they currently exist and how a care ethic might 
influence better relationships between teachers and students.  Implicit here is the 
notion that the purpose and function of schools is still to teach subject matter, first 
and foremost, and prepare students for a successful future in society.  Most 
teachers would probably assume that their caring for students involves their 
successful ability to teach subject matter and help facilitate student success.  
Many students share a similar belief. Thus, by virtue of the teacher’s role in 
helping students academically, they express caring within this context. For 





categories which students (at different percentages) indicated as reflective of 
teacher care.
39
 In this context, academic support includes the teacher’s ability to 
encourage students toward academic success.
40
 This body of research does focus 
on the relational aspect of caring, but it is a form of pedagogical care.
41
   The 
study conducted by Garrett, Barr and Rothman does not imply that a formal and 
explicit curriculum of care be implemented in schools; nor does it advocate that 
the relationship is equally important to the delivery of core academic content.  
Furthermore, it is important to note that the meaning of care here includes teacher 
provision of academic (curricular) support as part of its definition.   
On the other hand, Noddings’ work shows academic support as caring 
only if a student expresses an interest in a specific curricular content area and 
desires that the teacher meets this instructional need.
42
  However, in a more 
practical and traditional sense, even if the student does not have an explicit 
interest in the content area, Noddings would likely agree that the teacher can still 
exhibit caring such that the student’s academic need is sufficiently met to the 
extent necessary (or required by the curriculum).  Still, Noddings’ care ethic, as it 
relates to a classroom setting, involves mutual concern, connection, and 
engrossment in the needs of the student (or the cared-for); therefore, in her view, 
a curriculum that is forced upon students does not reflect an act that is indicative 
of a caring.   
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Meanings of care, as well as the significance of the caring relationships 
themselves, take on different connotations as we look closer at both the 
conceptual and empirical scholarship.  With Noddings, establishing caring 
relationships is the most important aspect of schooling; academics, though 
significantly important, become somewhat secondary in some respects. With 
Souza, as well as Garrett et. al., the caring relationship is framed in such a way 
that all aspects of the academic domain are included (and important) when 
measuring the level of care and its significance in the relationship.
43
  Such a 
relationship endorses a concept of care that is expressed in practical ways which 
align with classroom or school expectations.  Shiller, on the other hand, focused 
on student outcomes as a result of caring (or uncaring) relationships.  In this 
instance, the significance of care is tied to increased (or decreased) positive 
academic outcomes.
44
  Again, it must be noted that care is a complex 
phenomenon and requires a close analysis of its usage when defined and or 
discussed.  
Current Situation of Schools 
It should be no surprise that inequities exist within, among, and between 
many of America’s schools, and these inequities become even more apparent 
when looking at the resources available to various school districts.  Typically, 
schools that are considered low-income or are inadequately funded receive less 
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qualified or experienced teachers; they lack the necessary support systems to 
ensure that a majority of the student body excels beyond the secondary level (high 
school).
45
  Inherent in this assertion is the reality of disadvantage which can be 
detrimental to students who come from low-income districts.  It is important to 
note that “approximately two thousand high schools (about 12 percent), known as 
the nation’s lowest performing high schools, produce nearly half of the nation’s 
dropouts.  In these schools, the number of seniors enrolled is routinely 60 percent 
or less than the number of freshmen three years earlier.”
46
  This equates to 
“approximately 1.3 million” student dropouts within the four year period.
47
  Such 
a staggering statistic warrants the attention of local, state, and national policy 
makers to support measures that will help curb this dropout rate. Thus, access to 
appropriate resources to address this problem is extremely important, but the 
inclusion of teachers who care about potential dropouts becomes equally 
important in promoting their academic and social success.  According to Roberts, 
“Literature that discusses teacher care affirms that students experience positive 
school outcomes, such as improved attendance, attitude, self-esteem, effort and 
identification with school, if they believe their teachers care for them and their 
well-being.”
48
  Therefore, the element, or ethic, of care warrants sincere attention 
as it is considered an important phenomenon in supporting positive student 
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outcomes.  Additionally, caring teachers can play a pivotal role in engaging 
students in the learning process – engagement being a significant factor in curbing 
dropout rates. 
 Various research studies provide reasons for student dropout.  For 
instance, a study produced by Suh, Suh, and Houston includes twenty indicators 
that influence student dropout rates.  A few of these indicators include “grade 
point average; student suspension; socioeconomic status; …number of schools 
attended; …and optimism about the future.”
49
 As evidenced here, students drop 
out of school for many different reasons.  However, according to the Alliance for 
Excellent Education, “both academic and social engagement are integral 
components of successfully navigating the education pipeline.  Research shows 
that a lack of student engagement is predictive of dropping out, even after 
controlling for academic achievement and student background.”
50
  Other scholars, 
such as Rodriguez,
51
 Easton, and Soguero,
52
 make similar assessments.  Such 
scholars focus on strategies to engage or re-engage students in the learning 
process to help them excel academically.  Rodriguez encourages dialogue 
between key stakeholders, giving special attention to school culture and student 
voice.
53
 Easton and Soguero emphasize strategic approaches that focus on 
community building and curriculum with community building as the primary 
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factor in student success.
54
 Furthermore, empirical researchers Nie and Lau 
interpret engagement as “students’ report of their attention, effort, and 
participation in classroom activities.”
55
 In light of this documentation, the 
question then is how is this engagement achieved?   
 Engagement comes through establishing a sense of community in the 
school and/or classroom.  Additionally, engagement is based upon a trusting and 
respectful relationship between teacher and student.  The often overlooked 
component essential to supporting student success is, in fact, the student himself 
or herself!  Ayers makes the following observation:  
…the deficiencies list tells you almost nothing about me [e.g., the student] 
– about my experiences, needs, dreams, fears, skills, or know how – and as 
a teacher it provides you with information of only distant, peripheral 
value.  It doesn’t offer you any insight or clues into how you might engage 
me in a journey of learning or how you might invite me into your 
classroom as a student.
56
   
Of course teachers cannot always engage students, but they can focus on certain 
domains outside of the academic sphere in an effort to reach students through the 
curriculum.  Sometimes, this does include an attempt to understand, see and know 
the backgrounds, as well as experiences, of students in the classroom.  This study 
focuses on care as a central component in addressing the teacher/student 
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relationship so vital to the classroom. Care theory will be used to situate the study 
and help provide a lens through which we can examine, analyze, and assess the 






A Review of the Literature:  Situating the Study 
Teacher care is a vital component of Care Theory.   Three elements 
necessary for significantly increasing positive student outcomes and often 
associated with care in common education include accepted pedagogical practice, 
intrinsic student motivation, and external support from communities.
57
  However, 
in an age where testing and accountability in schools have overshadowed the need 
for caring and compassionate teaching approaches, the question of how we are 
preparing our students for society, and whether or not they will be successful in it, 
becomes an important one.  It is not uncommon in this 21
st
 Century to observe a 
constant influx of reform measures by policy makers, state education officials, 
and other educational agencies in an effort to “better” prepare students for the 
workforce.  Common mantras are improved assessment, teacher accountability, 
and improved academic performance – all in the name of improving academic 
student outcomes.  However, many students seem disillusioned with school as 
there appears to be little engagement with the fruits it offers.   
Despite efforts to increase student achievement, our current student 
dropout rate, and the socioeconomic challenges and disparities that follow - 
among other social issues - indicate that something is terribly lacking in our 
schools.
58
  There are multiple reasons why students fail to perform to the 
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standards set forth by education mandates.  Similarly, many reasons exist for their 
failure to transition into society as agents of socially just and caring practices.  
Care theorists and researchers have attempted to unmask one particularly 
important element that is considered vital in addressing part of this problem – 
how care affects positive student outcomes. 
 Several attributes of care emerged from the literature on care theory: 
teacher concern for academic student success; positive interpersonal teacher-
student relationships; the development of school community; teacher attempts to 
meet student needs (academic and non-academic); and sound teacher pedagogy.
59
  
There are other characteristics that may be included under the umbrella of care.  
Such characteristics might include physical contact, mild and severe discipline or 
punishment, or other seemingly negative approaches. However, the 
aforementioned attributes of care are most prominent in the literature and are 
considered precursors to positive student experiences in a school setting.  It is 
important to note that there are complexities in the research that prevent any 
definitive assessment of a caring approach, as perceptions differ among students 
and teachers and the nature of this phenomenon prevents a static employment of 
the principles that underlie it. There is no exact formula for implementing care in 
the school setting. This approach is contingent upon context, setting, and the 
individual(s) responsible for engaging in the caring function.  As Noddings states, 
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“…we do not say with any conviction that a person cares if that person acts 
routinely according to some fixed rule.”
60
  Still, we can be readily assured that 
there are aspects of care that are considered essential to the teaching profession 
because, in essence, it is a social institution that should require mutuality and 
respect between and among individuals. Because individuals share the 
commonality of the schooling institution, which is designed to socialize them, the 
caring element may influence what types of individuals they become in society.  
Ayers argues that “in a democracy, schools have a specific responsibility to 
educate for active citizenship and democratic living….”
61
  School, then, according 
to Ayers, should teach to the essence of who we become and goes beyond content, 
tapping into something much deeper than math and science.  It is often a hidden 
curriculum, an unspoken word or deed, or maybe an explicit gesture that becomes 
internalized by students.   Therefore, in this context, one might conclude that it is 
imperative humaneness is valued, mutual respect and cooperative engagement are 
fostered, and schools embody those principles we want instilled in future citizens.  
Many argue that the care ethic is one principle that is essential in this effort. 
The literature suggests multiple attributes of care as perceived by students 
and teachers alike.  One of these attributes is teacher concern for the academic 
success of their students.   For example, Shaunessy and McHatton, citing Rich 
(2006), indicate that “Caring teachers motivate students to succeed in academic 
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pursuits and to remain in school….”
62
 Additionally, student participants in a study 
conducted by DeJesus and Antrop-Gonzalez suggested “that caring teachers 
offered them guidance and friendship inside and outside the classroom, held them 
to high academic expectations and demonstrated a sense of solidarity by being 
active co-learners and facilitators rather than authoritarian teachers.”
63
 DeJesus 
and Antrop-Gonzalez refer to this form of caring as “hard caring,” a term that 
represents the opposite of “soft caring” (pity for students) and includes “high 
expectations for academic performance” by teachers, especially for students of 
color.
64
  Implicit in this idea of improved academic success is the belief that 
learning is indeed taking place.  Souza indicates in her study that a teacher’s 
endorsement of high academic success is not necessarily indicative of caring if 
learning is not taking place.
65
  In other words, according to her empirical research, 
teachers can emphasize the end goal more than the process it takes to get there, 
which constitutes uncaring, even though student outcomes may be positive.  For 
example, an ineffective teacher, not competent in his content area, teaches 
unsuccessfully but provides verbal academic encouragement to his student who 
makes an “A” in the class.  Although the student made an “A” in the class, despite 
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the teacher’s efforts, no learning took place.  In light of this study, while teachers 
may emphasize end goals (e.g., grades, high test scores), some of them may not 
consider nor have an effect on the student’s ability to accomplish these goals. In 
this case, and specific to this particular study, the academic goal is for the student 
to have a positive academic outcome; however, “pedagogical caring” is not 
considered to exist because the teacher’s ability to facilitate learning was not 
present. 
In the aforementioned example, caring is understood to exist only if 
learning is taking place.  However, other scholars might disagree with this 
assessment.  Sometimes students may be reluctant to participate in the learning 
process and fail to learn the content, even though the teacher teaches it well.  
Noddings argues that “Too often…students regard their teachers as enemies… 
What is lost is not only academic knowledge but a relation that might yield a 
lifetime of friendship and wisdom.”
66
 In other words, in Nodding’s view, students 
must also reciprocate engagement and “respond with growing sensitivity to 
attempts to promote their own growth.”
67
 Therefore, sometimes it is more difficult 
to generalize about what care is as opposed to what care does. In both cases, care 
depends on the individual(s) engaged in the caring relationship, the context of that 
relationship, and their response(s) to one another.  
Instrumental in exemplifying teacher care in schools, according to many 
research studies, are strong interpersonal teacher-student relationships. In fact, the 
relationship between teachers and students is the most heavily cited among 
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researchers of care theory as essential for engaging the whole student and pushing 
him/her toward successful academic and social outcomes.  Noddings states that 
“caring is a relationship that contains another, the cared-for, and…the one-caring 
and the cared-for are reciprocally dependent.”
68
   Students who perceive that their 
teacher cares for their well-being and academic success show more receptivity 
toward learning.
69
  However, receptivity toward learning does not imply that 
academic learning is taking place.  Ellerbrock and Kiefer assert that “the presence 
of high-quality teacher-student relationships (e.g., relationships characterized by 
high levels of trust, care, and respect) and emotional and cognitive support are 
critical for the positive development of students.”
70
  This positive development is 
reflected in both academic as well as non-academic forms.  In this instance, when 
teachers and school administrators take interest in the lives of students, they cross 
the threshold of mere intellect and reach to the soul.  Even Dewey echoes this 
sentiment: 
…an educator [must] be able to judge what attitudes are actually 
conducive to continued growth and what are detrimental.  He must, in 
addition, have that sympathetic understanding of individuals as individuals 
which gives him an idea of what is actually going on in the minds of those 
who are learning.  It is, among other things, the need for these abilities on 
the part of the parent and teacher which makes a system of education 
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based upon living experience a more difficult affair to conduct 
successfully than it is to follow the patterns of traditional education.
71
  
Similarly, Mayeroff presents a meaning of care in which it embodies one’s efforts 
to elicit “growth” in the “other,” and he contends that “growing includes learning 
to the degree that one is able [to learn]...”
72
  Teachers, therefore, would be 
responsible for promoting this learning through a respectful, trusting relationship 
with their students.  Palmer further adds to this connection as he asserts that 
“good teachers join self and subject and students in the fabric of life.”
73
  He goes 
on later to state that “human beings were made for relationships.”
74
  Thus, what is 
reflected in the literature becomes substantial when looking at practices that 
improve student achievement and advances their progress in and outside of the 
classroom.  
Behavioral attributes are also linked to positive teacher-student 
relationships.  Though the focus of this literature review is for the secondary 
level, this relationship can be observed at all levels K-12.  A 2008 study by Thijs, 
Koomen, and van der Leij found that among kindergarten teachers “…there is a 
positive link between the quality of teachers’ relationships with individual 
students and the quality of their [the students’] behaviors toward them.”
75
 
Similarly, Shaunessy and McHatton, in their work with high school students, 
presented research that showed student behavioral reactions to teachers in 
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accordance with their teachers’ perceptions of and attitudes toward them.  
Generally, students who perceived a more positive relationship with their teachers 
were less likely to exhibit negative attitudes towards them.  Students who had 
negative perceptions of their relationships with their teachers had a negative 
attitude toward them.  It is interesting to note here, in their study, that those 
students in the honors programs “seemed more empowered to challenge teachers 
in situations where they perceived teachers to be disconnected, disrespectful, or 
shirking their responsibilities to teach… [Whereas,] students in general and 
special education, who reported similar interactions with teachers, seemed more 
accepting and less confrontational about these messages from teachers.”
76
  
Garrett, Barr, and Rothman also presented research at the middle school level that 
paralleled what the previous investigators found – student attitudes reflected their 
personal perceptions of their teachers’ dispositions toward them.
77
   
Community is another attribute that is promoted in the research as 
essential to creating a caring and nurturing environment within the school.  
Implicit here is an extension of care that involves relationships that transcend the 
school and the classroom while serving to strengthen them.  The community 
surrounding the school, as well as the parents, administration, faculty, staff, and 
student body collaborate to create an institutional culture of care.  The structural 
cohesiveness that emerges from such a collaborative can provide deep insight into 
the organizational integration of care as opposed to an individual level of care.  
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Ellerbrock and Kiefer present findings that focus on a caring school 
community and how, if cultivated properly, it promotes a sense of belongingness 
in students and assists them in fostering “academic and life skills.”
78
  Key to their 
research is a strong link with the connections students feel to the learning 
community as a result of caring relationships with teachers. Their research is 
primarily within the context of the school setting; yet, it supports previous 
findings that students, whose needs are being met, are deeply committed to the 
community and tend to be more successful in school.
79
 
De Jesus and Antrop-Gonzalez pinpoint important aspects of a different 
type of school community – one based on cultural premises and historically 
relevant contexts that reflect the Latino/a population of students.  They “argue 
that communities of color understand caring within their sociocultural, gendered 
and economic contexts and believe that caring has traditionally existed within 
differential economic contours for disenfranchised communities….”
80
  Thus, their 
primary focus is on establishing for students a learning environment that engages 
them in academic content and integrates the relevant aspects of the students’ 
cultural background as well.  Hence, they support the stance that culturally 
relevant instruction
81
 is necessary for success among students of color. This view 
of caring is contextually different from Eurocentric views of caring because 
culturally relevant instruction teaches the sociocultural and sociopolitical values 
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associated with one specific group, in this case Latino/a, whose values are 
traditionally marginalized in schools and the dominant society at large. 
Eurocentric instructional views often omit the specific sociocultural and 
sociopolitical contributions of people of color and fail to teach students how to 
navigate the system which marginalizes them. In this case, care still encompasses 
relational values but includes cultural interests that extend beyond the school and 
classroom setting into the social, political, and geographical domain for those who 
have unique needs.  
The failure to acknowledge differences may constitute a lack of care.  
Therefore, De Jesus and Antrop-Gonzalez support a concept of care entitled 
critical care in which “communities of color may care about and educate their 
own…”
82
  Shiller refers to “cultural mismatch” as an obstacle to “authentic care” 
because it could potentially create “…rejection of students’ cultural norms and 
values.”
83
  Thus, De Jesus and Antrop- Gonzalez present an argument for 
adopting an aspect of care that does not harm students of color but still promotes 
high academic achievement among students, maintains student engagement and 
sustains strong interpersonal relationships between students and teachers - goals 
commonly found in other research literature.
84
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While the community’s cultural values and viewpoints are essential, the 
teacher’s obligation is to the student.  However, caring for the student and 
meeting the student’s needs does not negate the teacher’s responsibility to 
recognize the student’s community and its values.  Indeed, familiarity with the 
student’s cultural background may be a requirement in the way the teacher cares 
for the student.   One might conclude that part of the caring process is 
“consider[ing] the other’s point of view, his objective needs, and what he expects 
of us.”
85
  Noddings would argue that there must be some reciprocity such that 
students must acknowledge that their needs are being met in order to constitute 
successful caring.  Teachers who engage in critical care might attempt to 
incorporate a concern for and connection to a student’s cultural values and norms.  
Inherent here is the idea that teachers who fail to engage in critical care can get 
caring wrong, especially when working with students of color.  Conversely, 
teachers who attempt to engage in critical care can still get caring wrong if the 
relational exchange, for whatever reason, is not positive no matter how sincere the 
caring is.
86
   
It is possible, however, that teachers who understand and engage properly 
in critical caring approaches actually get it “right.” However, in cases where these 
approaches to caring fail, for whatever reason, it is, as Noddings describes it, 
incomplete caring.  In other words, Noddings believes “No matter how hard 
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teachers try to care, if the caring is not received by students, the claim ‘they don’t 
care’ has some validity.”
87
   This particular scenario becomes a point of 
contention among some scholars because of the belief that good intentions should 
matter and might even constitute caring, even if the student does not receive it as 
such. 
Arguably, there is not always congruence between the context of the 
community and the interest of children.  Sometimes, there are needs that simply 
cannot be met.  What appears to be different about the notion of critical care is the 
understanding of what it is like to have distinct cultural, racial, social, and 
political differences. If the person addressing those differences (the teacher) has 
experienced them personally, that individual can lend critical support, as well as 
guidance, to those she or he teaches.  Having shared a similar lived experience(s) 
with someone provides a clarity of understanding, feeling, and being that cannot 
be artificially replicated in one who will not or cannot ever have that same 
experience.  The difference here is the shared level of experiential “knowing” and 
incorporating instruction that speaks to that common “knowing” for the academic, 
social, and educational betterment of the student.  This type of “knowing” 
transcends a level of relational value that cannot be developed or attained in any 
other way by a teacher.  Another way of possibly looking at this would be the 
difficulty of males understanding what it is like for females who fear for their 
safety when walking alone at night. Some males, under the same conditions, may 
perceive of a potential violent attack from a rapist as highly irrational and 
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unlikely.  However, for most females, this is a very real fear, and the likelihood of 
such an attack is always at the forefront of their minds when walking alone at 
night. 
Similar conceptual frameworks of critical care theory have emerged as an 
extension of this notion of caring for students of color.  Though her analysis is not 
framed within a formal school community context, Roberts expounds on teacher 
care as it relates to African American students.  She argues that “the colour blind 
‘community of care’ often described in the literature does not disaggregate lines 
of ethnicity or race…”
88
  In other words, students of color may have needs that 
require a different caring approach that reflects cultural sensitivity.  
Thurston and Berkeley present yet another aspect of school community by 
including geographical distinctions in their analysis of how care might be 
implemented.  According to these scholars, there are distinct and apparent cultural 
differences between urban and rural communities that impact how they approach 
implementation of a caring community.  For instance, they highlight that drugs, 
violence, race prejudice, redistribution of “social and economic ties” as well as 
depopulation are among some of the problems affecting their rural community 
and the schools located within that community.
89
  Such problems interfere with 
the cohesiveness of the individuals who live within the area and, thus, make 
transition to establishing a caring school community difficult.  Still, Thurston and 
Berkeley strive to promote what they refer to as “Peaceable Schools,” which are 
                                                 
88
 Mari Ann Roberts, “Toward a theory of culturally relevant critical teacher care: African 
American teachers’ definitions and perceptions of care for African American students,” Journal of 
Moral Education 39, no. 4 (2010): 449. 
89
 Linda Thurston and Terry Berkeley, “Morality and the Ethic of Care: Peaceable Rural School, 





“based upon an ideal of valuing human dignity and esteem,” as well as 
establishing “…a warm and caring community characterized by cooperation, 




Still, the notion of the schooling institution itself is considered by some 
scholars as a barrier to incorporating a care ethic.  Though the establishment of 
caring communities is considered by Ayers as appealing for promoting a culture 
of care in schools, sadly “…we most often settle for institutions.  That is, we 
generally find ourselves in impersonal places characterized by interchangeable 
parts, hierarchy, competition, and layers of supervision.”
91
 Noddings elaborates 
on this notion as she discusses the intent of “caring” institutions as they “…shift 
from the nonrational and subjective to the rational and objective”
92
 which, in her 
eyes, undermines the true intent of care.  Thus, according to these theorists, it 
becomes easy to objectify students instead of considering their humaneness.  
Ayers’ and Noddings’ sentiments suggest that institutions are not constructed, nor 
conducive, to meeting all of the needs of the student (e.g., non-academic). A 
common practice by many schooling institutions is to exclude those entities 
existing within the community (e.g., community organizations, parents, and social 
agencies) from partnering with the school, which can lead to solitude and 
isolation that can be detrimental to student growth.  However, Epstein advocates 
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that schools, families, and communities are all necessary structural components 
for establishing strong partnerships to support student success.
93
   
An institutional construct of care exists which further complicates the 
issue of how care is exemplified in the educational setting. According to Epstein, 
for institutions to be considered caring, they must be completely immersed in the 
philosophical and ideological mission of care.
94
  For instance, their interests must 
revolve around the needs of the student (not just academic in nature), and a 
culture of community should be established for it to flourish under this premise. 
These combined constructs form what can be loosely interpreted as “institutional 
care,” which is used here in a metaphorical sense.  Institutions are not living, 
breathing beings capable of caring; however, for the purpose of this study, 
institutional care will represent the collective and systemic integration of care by 
key stakeholders in any given schooling environment.  The complexities of this 
phenomenon remain ever-present among scholars who have attempted to 
disaggregate the data from care studies in hopes of grasping a better 
understanding of this phenomenon in schools as well as its impact on students.  
Essential to this process is a focus on the interpersonal relationships among all 
key stakeholders in the school. 
An aspect of this study also examines teachers’ responses to 
administrative support for teacher approaches to student success.  Because 
administrators serve as a major driving force for school culture and climate, it is 
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important to address the pivotal roles they play in enforcing academic policy in 
combination with a caring school environment.  Strong community support may 
or may not be a part of this effort, which impacts the degree to which the 
institution is considered caring.   Institutional care also encompasses such 
elements as the academic structural components that are a necessary part of 
traditional schooling institutions today and affect the degree to which care is 
executed in schools.  All of these constructs combined create schooling 
environments that are somewhere along the spectrum of caring to non-caring.   
As teachers attempt to meet students’ needs, they are fulfilling an 
important act of care.  However, Souza, citing Gaut (1983), states that students 
who perceive that teachers do not care about them feel that “…the acts of caring 
directed toward them [by teachers] cannot be defined as caring because the 
students have no awareness of the need for care.”
95
  In other words, teachers who 
fail to address a specific need that the student considers valid, also fails to care – 
even in instances where they believe their acts are caring.  Such disconnect makes 
distinctions about caring ambiguous because the existence of care may not be 
communicated effectively or, in some cases, even realized.  Gilligan states, 
“Relationship requires connection.”
96
 The failure (or perception of failure), of 
numerous faculty, administrators, and staff within the schooling institution to 
meet student needs could potentially undermine the institution’s goals and 
objectives of establishing a caring learning community. 
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Ellerbrock and Kiefer acknowledge that “through the promotion of 
personal and social life skills [for students]…teachers were able to demonstrate 
care and provide students with the tools necessary to be productive, healthy, and 
happy individuals.”
97
  Similarly, Knight-Diop asserts that “…academic, social, 
and emotional factors are involved in serving the student.”
98
 Students valued 
teachers’ concern for them outside of the teaching and learning environment.  In 
observing student viewpoints of how they perceive caring teachers, Shaunessy 
and McHatton explain the student perspective of teacher connectedness: 
“Students valued teachers who shared interests, hobbies, the extra effort teachers 
made to facilitate interactive learning, and the creative approaches educators 
undertook to help students comprehend challenging material.”
99
 The students also 
stressed the teacher’s interests in their well –being.
100
  Here we see qualities 
expressed by students that they believe are important in helping to meet their 
individual needs. 
Students enter schools with various needs, which may be academic or non-
academic in nature; however, teachers are not necessarily prepared to handle such 
variety.  Colleges of teacher preparation enforce content specific knowledge and 
allude to attributes of a good teacher, but rarely are teachers taught the nuances of 
care.  One even wonders if care is an attribute that can be taught to adults and 
embodied by them within a short period of time.  The teaching profession is 
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considered a “helping” profession, which is assumed to attract caring individuals.   
However, this assumption can be misleading because of the complexities of care 
and the disconnect between those who assume a natural care ethic and those to 
whom caring may not come as naturally.  Regardless of this debate, the research 
points out that teachers who know their subjects and teach them well exemplify a 
component of care.  Ayers contends that “teaching is intellectual and ethical 
work; it takes a thoughtful, reflective, and caring person to do it well.  It takes a 
brain and a heart.”
101
  Though some teachers may not exhibit a nurturing form of 
care, much of the literature suggests that sound pedagogy places them in a 
category of caring.  If teachers know their subjects and are able to teach students 
effectively, they are considered caring teachers. 
Noddings and Mayeroff, in their analysis of care, present the idea of 
reciprocity between the one-caring and the one-cared for.  Noddings asserts that 
the one-cared for must respond in some way to the one-caring such that there is 
acknowledgement of a need being met.
102
  Mayeroff states that “the teacher needs 
his student, just as the student needs the teacher.”
103
 Again, like Noddings, 
Mayeroff acknowledges that there must be an exchange between teacher and 
student.  Furthermore, in meeting the needs of the “other” (the student), the “self” 
must be placed aside to ensure full engrossment
104
 in the needs of the “other.” 
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A final component that was important in the literature on care theory was 
the importance of teachers knowing their content and being able to promote the 
intellectual growth of students through sound pedagogy.  In the research study 
conducted by Shaunessy and McHatton, several students alluded to their desire 
for teachers to help them with content.  One student “…noted feeling a sense of 
efficacy when faced with teachers who focused on student learning rather than 
covering content and who were able to use varied methods to assist with 
understanding….”
105
  In this same study, students felt that teachers did not care 
when they failed to help them learn and, in some cases, blamed the student for 
their failure to grasp a concept.
106
 Another study conducted by Garrett, Barr, and 
Rothman echoed similar student sentiments by showing that academic support 
was indeed at the top of the list as an attribute of a caring teacher.
107
 Moreover, 
these same findings were evident in research conducted by Souza.
108
 
Surprisingly, in the research from Souza  regarding teachers’ perspectives 
of their own view of caring toward students, they did not consider teaching as a 
form of caring in and of itself.  Attributes that teachers considered to reflect care 
included “…supporting, adapting to students, encouraging, helping, being 
immediate, wanting what is best for students, rewarding, respecting, giving 
students a safe environment, inspiring, and having consequences for students.”
109
 
Therefore, it is important to point out the differences of viewpoints that surround 
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teacher and student understanding of care in the teaching and learning 
environment.   
The literature presents so many caveats regarding care that may not be 
mentioned here.  However, the key themes that emerged from the research are 
covered in this review to highlight the reoccurring attributes of care discussed in 
various documents. Two of the most prominent characteristics of care in 
education that were consistently mentioned were the teacher’s support of 
academic achievement for students and strong teacher-student interpersonal 
relationships.  In many cases, some of the categories that were discussed (or not 
discussed) could pose as sub-categories of the major themes mentioned. 
What is presented here is the overarching, macro level of care theory.  
Other parts of the research on care theory consist of smaller components and 
branch out into specific areas such as race, class, gender, and ability.  There are 
also other disciplines in which care theory is prominently explored.  For example, 
the literature on care theory is plentiful in the field of medicine.  These specific 
areas exceed the scope of this essay but are worthy topics for further research. 
It is incumbent upon us to consider how this research meets the practical 
needs of students at the secondary level.  Historically, we have not only prepared 
our students in content knowledge, but we have also prepared them for citizenship 
and transition into society.  At one time there seemed to be a moral agenda 
directly aimed at helping students to recognize that one day they would inherit a 
role in society in which they must serve in a democratic capacity and foster 





knowledge has replaced the need for developing caring and mutually cooperative 
citizens.  Care theory, while having no formal means of implementation in 
classrooms, has strong and necessary implications for the curriculum and for the 
future of our society.   
Theoretical Lens  
For this study, the lens through which care is examined, analyzed, and 
assessed is reflected by the various meanings found in the theoretical and 
empirical literature on care theory.  These meanings provide insight on how care 
is operationalized in the school setting and how we come to understand its 
diverse, complex existence within various contexts. 
The contemporary literature that exists on care theory spans thirty years 
and provides different perspectives of this phenomenon. Most care literature is 
based in healthcare studies; however, there is an extensive amount on care in 
education.  Both conceptual and empirical literature will be considered when 
incorporating the use of the term care within the theoretical framework.  The 
information from this literature serves to provide a guiding lens for the study and 
from which elements or perspectives of care might be better understood.  
Considering the conceptual framework of care, similar meanings of this 
phenomenon are offered by different theoretical scholars.  These meanings 
inevitably place emphasis on the relational value of care and caring relationships.  
Within this conceptual domain, three prominent care theorists emerge as major 
contributors to what care means.   Care, as reflected in Nodding’s theory, 







  According to Noddings, “When we care, we consider the other’s 
point of view, his objective needs, and what he expects of us.”
111
  Gilligan also 
offers a vision of care in which relationships are essential.  She emphasizes 
“empathy or the ability to listen to others and learn their language or take their 
point of view.”
112
  It must be noted that Gilligan admonishes individuals not to 
lose their own viewpoint or “voice” in the relational exchange.  Similarly, 
Noddings indicates that one must preserve herself/himself if she/he is incapable of 
caring for another.  Like Noddings and Gilligan, Mayeroff posits that “to care for 
another person, in the most significant sense, is to help him grow and actualize 
himself.”
113
  Specific to Mayeroff’s definition of care are what he deems as 
“Major Ingredients” which include elements such as patience, honesty, trust, and 
humility.
114
   
Empirically, “care” takes on slightly different connotations because the 
approach to understanding this phenomenon stems from it being defined as a 
result of the observation, experimentation, or the interpretation of others. (In this 
particular study, teachers are the participants who help to provide understanding 
of care, and the classroom/school setting is the context that helps to frame their 
perspectives).  Most researchers of empirical studies on care in schools also 
conceptualize care relationally but focus on its functional component in terms of 
what academic and social precursors exist to cultivate the teacher/student 
relationship. For example, a study conducted by Shaunessy and McHatton in 
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which they surveyed 577 high school students found that “often students indicated 
conflicts with learning, on one hand having a desire to master content and again 
understanding, but on the other hand feeling disappointment with systemic 
challenges as well as teachers who thwarted – rather than facilitated – effective 
teaching and learning opportunities.”
115
  This same study revealed that “students 
in special education indicated receiving punitive teacher feedback more 
frequently (M=1.95, SD=.85) while general education students (M=1.87, SD=.77) 




Another empirical study conducted by Shiller focused on the 
“relationship-building” capacity of teachers and students in three small high 
schools created by the New Century Schools Initiative (NCSI).
117
  The premise 
for this study rested on the common assumption that small schools would provide 
a more feasible environment in which teacher/student relationships could flourish.  
Utilizing Noddings’ notion of Aesthetic Care in her work, Shiller references 
Noddings’ philosophy
118
 as a framework for identifying what caring relationships 
would look like in these schools.  Coupled with multiple interviews and 
observations, Shiller found that “without training and support, there were many 
obstacles to developing relationships and in engaging in authentic forms of care... 
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The schools were under enormous pressure from the New York City Department 
of Education to improve outcome data which became the priority…which made 
relationship-building a casualty of a narrow focus on improving quantitative 
data.”
119
   
This study is reminiscent of the schools Deborah Meier talks about in her 
book The Power of Their Ideas.  A resident educator in the New York City school 
system, she, too, describes the importance of smaller schools in helping foster 
student academic success and personal growth. She states that “large schools 
neither nourish the spirit nor educate the mind; except for a small elite…what big 
schools do is remind most of us that we don’t count for a lot.”
120
 However, unlike 
the high school initiative described in Shiller’s study, Meier reflects upon the 
flexibility she had as the “teacher/director” of her Central Park East (elementary) 
school to engage in out-of-the-box educational approaches without interference 
from the school district.  As a result, her school, along with other Central Park 
East (CPE) schools that followed, was extremely successful; however, not without 
some trials and learning obstacles along the way.  Aside from district support, one 
of the most essential components that helped in the success of the CPE schools 
was the recognition of relationships and the actual attempt to cultivate them 
between the school and the community, as well as between students and their 
teachers.  For example, Meier states, “Since relationships take time to build, we 
keep kids and teachers together for two years when we can.”
121
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Continuing with this pattern, other empirical studies such as those 
conducted by Souza, Nie and Lau, as well as Ellerbrock and Kiefer,
122
 all reveal 
attempts to address care in the context of an academic framework for success.  
Therefore, care is loosely defined through the lens of the study by which it is 
being investigated.  Because the empirical research in this study also reflects 
multiple perspectives of teacher care using the language of positive student 
outcomes, it lends itself to yet another framework by which care might be 
explored in relation to positive student outcomes.  
When we speak of an ethic of care, generally we consider relational 
aspects that transcend one’s own regard for self. Care is a phenomenon that 
requires mutual respect, concern, and regard for another. It supports the notion 
that one values another and is willing to convey a degree of responsibility towards 
some aspect of that person’s well-being. Traditional notions of care theory are 
grounded in feminist theory and moral philosophy but often take on differing 
characteristics, depending on the context and individual dispositions in expressing 
care. Within the area of some feminist scholarship, such characteristics commonly 
associated with care theory include nurturance, concern, empathy, love, and 
compassion. In moral philosophy, however, the idea of care takes on more 
rational and logical perspectives grounded in ethical principles of morality. Here, 
care is often explored in terms of rightness – or how it is expressed – and the 
ethical foundation upon which it is expressed.  Though these two domains have 
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distinct elements that identify their role in influencing an ethic of care, a 
dichotomous connection exists that allow these domains to overlap into a complex 
understanding of what it means to care for others and self. 
 Often, care is embodied in the actual process of teaching and learning, 
which can lead to a sense of community in the classroom among student groups.  
Many scholars suggest that this sense of community provides a support system 
that encourages students, regardless of the challenges in their lives, to persevere in 
hopes of changing their conditions and achieving a higher level of opportunity or 
advancement.  What is problematic about this position is that there is no common 
definition for what it means to care.  The phenomenon of care is understood and 
expressed in different ways by different individuals.  Therefore, it is important in 
this study to recognize various meanings that have emerged from previous studies 
of care.   
To further complicate this issue, there is a dual worldview of care – as a 
noun as well as a verb.  For the purpose of this framework, an emphasis is placed 
on the examination of care as it is reflected and understood in these dual 
meanings.  
 Students are immersed in environments that may prove detrimental to their 
success in and beyond the schooling process.  The teacher’s role becomes crucial 
in dealing with students in the classroom setting.  Teaching and learning revolve 
around those relationships established during the course of the school year and 
have an impact on students’ outcomes.  Because care is an essential and necessary 





success, as well as completion, here, it is considered a primary ingredient in 
ensuring students finish high school and become successful citizens within 
society.  The problem is that secondary schooling institutions, the way they are 
currently structured, make interpersonal caring relationships between teachers and 
students difficult.  Lack of care in school and/or classroom settings can negatively 
impact student academic success and social development, potentially resulting in 
poor student outcomes. 
 Scholars have engaged in multiple research studies to identify areas in 
which this problem could be addressed.  Known strategies that address the social 
component of student success include school assistance from social service 
agencies, parents, community leaders, faith organizations, as well as the support 
of other community entities.  Among these strategies for improved scholarship are 
“the presence of high-quality teacher-student relationships…and emotional and 
cognitive support….”
123
  An assumption is that care can be expressed through 
these strategies and is a necessary component to help facilitate the teaching and 
learning process.  However, it should be apparent that care entails a unique 
approach because it is abstract and difficult to define in terms of what it denotes 
and how it is integrated into a school setting.  It may encompass all of the other 
strategies, serving as the underlying motive for delivering such support 
mechanisms to students. 
 Although the goal of schools should be to increase student learning and, 
ultimately, improve academic achievement, implementation of care in the 
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classroom has its own inherent benefits. “The primary obligation of educators…is 
to assist in the realization of each student’s full humanity – and this obligation 
may include direct instruction, but it goes way beyond conveying any specific 
facts or body of information to children.”
124
 Thus, care is not the only variable in 
student success; it is a major motivational contributor in promoting positive 
academic and social outcomes for students.   
 The ethic of care has been looked at for decades; however, it is difficult to 
get a firm grasp on exactly what care is, how it is implemented in schools, and the 
type of impact it has on student achievement.  Many scholars, such as Noddings, 
Strike and Soltis, Garrett, Barr and Rothman
125
 would probably agree that care, 
expressed in the school setting, takes on many – sometimes conflicting - 
dimensions.  For example, Noddings states, “If we continue to insist that all work 
– at whatever stage of expertise – is dignified only to the extent that it is paid, 
then we really are lost as a caring community.  We can only be a self-seeking set 
of individuals engaged in caretaking for whatever monetary rewards that effort 
will bring.”
126
  Thus, one could argue that care might be undermined and limited 
if the incentive for it is some type of external reward.  Milton Mayeroff states that 
growth is an important component in care: “In caring as helping the other grow, I 
experience what I care for (a person, an ideal, an idea) as an extension of myself 
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and at the same time as something separate from me that I respect in its own 
right.”
127
 According to Tracey Garrett, Jason Barr and Terri Rothman, “white, 
mainstreamed and high-achieving students frequently cite aspects of academic 
caring whereas African American and low-achieving students cite aspects of 
personal caring.”
128
  As one could imagine, care functions as an abstract emotion 
and distinct action.  Therefore, understanding the complexity that surrounds the 
interpretation and expression of care is essential.  It is an emotional quality 
embodied in the one who possesses it which may differ from one person to the 
next.  There is no standard formula that depicts what care is; thus, it varies in its 
expression.  Nel Noddings echoes this sentiment: “we do not say with any 




 Among school settings that are unique from the traditional school setting, 
care is operationalized differently within those surroundings; it exudes a different 
connotation of what care means. For example, private schools and charter schools 
have flexibility from some mandates that can affect relationships between 
teachers and students in those institutions. Such impact might include the freedom 
to explore unique programs and practices to support students in different domains 
(e.g., emotional, social, spiritual etc.). Such practices can be readily observed in 
community schools (e.g., Harlem Children’s Zone), religious schools (e.g., 
Catholic), and charter schools (e.g., KIPP, Knowledge is Power Program). In 
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community schools, actions that more readily align with caring can be observed in 
a systematic way such that partnerships are developed with community 
stakeholders, including social service agencies, medical agencies, non-profit 
organizations, and business owners -  to work toward meeting all needs of 
students – spiritual, physical, academic and emotional. Many religious schools 
institute care within the moral context of a religiously based framework.  Students 
build their understanding of the care-ethic through a non-secular route which may 
carry a unique viewpoint for relationships within those contexts. Charter schools 
generally have the flexibility to focus on interpersonal relationships more by 
virtue of their structure.   For instance, they have more control and autonomy over 
student enrollment, class sizes, and agreements that require parental/student 
engagement. 
 As mentioned earlier, caring for what is right and caring for others by 
doing what is right can be two distinct things.  For example, it is a common 
mantra among educators to advocate feeding students breakfast in order for them 
to get good test scores on a high stakes test – (caring for what is right).  However, 
it is rarely mentioned the importance of feeding children just because they are 
hungry (caring for others by doing what is right).  Such an example helps to 
further clarify the concept of caring as an inherent attitude and caring as a practice 
(or skill). Noddings helps to bring understanding to these differences when she 
distinguishes natural caring from ethical caring.  With natural caring, like a 





himself in the caring relations.”
130
 Such freedom stems from a genuine, sincere 
interest between the carer and the cared-for.  Whereas, with ethical caring, she 
states “…I behave as one-caring toward one for whom I feel no natural 
affection.”
131
   
 Somewhere within the spectrum of natural and ethical caring is what 
Noddings briefly refers to as pedagogical caring.  This type of caring highlights 
the relational exchanges we often see in classrooms between teachers and students 
and stems from elements of both natural and ethical care. Noddings says the 
following: 
We may say of caring as Martin Buber says of love, ‘it endures, but only 
in the alternation of actuality and latency.’  The difference that this 
approach makes is significant.  Whatever roles I assume in life, I may be 
described in constant terms as one-caring.  Formal constraints may be 
added to the fundamental requirement, but they do not replace or weaken 
it.  When we discuss pedagogical caring, for example, we shall develop it 
from the analysis of caring itself and not from the formal requirements of 
teaching as a profession.
132
   
 According to Ellerbrock and Kiefer, “caring entails a sense of mutuality 
and connection, is an integrated part of a reciprocated relationship, and is often 
not accomplished without action…caring can be characterized by the ways in 
which teachers and schools protect students and promote their development, as 
well as the ways in which students give back and ultimately support the success of 
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  Here we see the significance of care as cyclical, 
embodying all stakeholders within the school setting.  Administrators, teachers, 
and students, alike, have a shared responsibility for establishing positive 
interpersonal relationships revolving around the central component of care.  
However, because teachers spend more time with students, they will have more 
opportunity to exhibit a caring disposition towards them.  Knight-Diop, citing 
Gay, states that “caring interpersonal relationships are central to the interactions 
between teachers and students and are enacted through teachers’ attitudes, 
expectations, and behaviors to facilitate students’ high academic achievement.”
134
  
Understanding the important role that a teacher has in the lives of his/her students, 
all stakeholders within the school setting have additional responsibilities to care 
for students.  In this sense, community is a key component of significance, and 
Knight-Diop alludes to the school community as a vital element in furthering the 
integration of care for enhancing student outcomes. 
 The purpose of this study, then, is to investigate various research 
perspectives of the care ethic in terms of positive student outcomes – how it is 
interpreted, implemented and perceived among teachers within a given school 
setting.  The perspectives sought are those of eight urban and suburban secondary 
school teachers.  Additionally, this research will analyze the empirical and 
conceptual literature on care theory, as well as highlight the importance of care in 
effecting positive student outcomes. 
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This is a theoretical and analytical study grounded in both empirical and 
conceptual research.
135
  It is concerned with the relationship between teacher 
responses and the similarities or differences with the claims made in care theory 
literature; hence, an empirical and conceptual analysis is necessary to extract 
meaning from the phenomenon under investigation - care.  The central research 
methodology is phenomenologic-like because the study is concerned with the 
meaning of care as it is experienced through the lives of teachers.  According to 
Schwandt: 
Phenomenologists insist on careful description of ordinary conscious 
experience of everyday life: the lifeworld – a description of ‘things’ 
(phenomena or the essential structures of consciousness) as one 
experiences them.  These phenomena we experience include perception 
(hearing, seeing, etc.), believing, remembering, deciding, feeling, judging, 
evaluating, and all experiences of bodily action.  Phenomenological 
descriptions of such things are possible only by turning from things to 
their meaning, from what is to the nature of what is.
136
 
 In an attempt to extract individual meanings about care, the study employs 
methods that reflect phenomenological approaches.  Hence, such practices project 
elements or characteristics commonly associated with phenomenological studies.  
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Because some of the practices associated with collecting and analyzing the 
research data are closely aligned with phenomenology in general, it is important 
to outline its historical origins.   
It is impossible to understand aspects of phenomenological methodology 
without acknowledging the individuals that were forerunners in contributing to 
this vast field. Several key figures were pivotal in the development of 
phenomenology; however, two are notable for their influence in this area.  
Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger shared a view that phenomenology 
reflected a study of an individual’s lived experience; however, they differed in 
their philosophies about how that experience is interpreted when exploring the 
phenomenon.  Husserl believed that “bracketing,” or setting aside the subjective 
view of one’s “assumption of the independent existence of what is perceived and 
thought about” would lead to an objective view of interpreting and understanding 
the lived experience.
137
 Husserl was concerned with the human consciousness and 
how one might analyze various elements of that consciousness through a 
psychological lens.  Many scholars criticized Husserl for what they viewed as his 
misconception about the phenomenological method, loosely constructed as 
phenomenological psychology.
138
  After receiving harsh criticism for his early 
work in phenomenological inquiry, Husserl revised his approach, establishing 
what he called “transcendental phenomenology,” which “focus[es] on the 
essential structures that allow the objects naively taken for granted in the “natural 
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attitude” (which is characteristic of both our everyday life and ordinary science) 
to ‘constitute themselves’ in consciousness.
139
  Nevertheless, the foundations of 
phenomenology, as many have come to recognize it today, trace its roots to 
Husserl’s early accounts of analyzing the subjective interpretations of a given 
phenomenon.   Max Van Manen contended that it is “the study of the lifeworld – 
the world as we immediately experience it pre-reflectively.”
140
   
However, Heidegger found value in the lived experience as it is reflected 
upon for its meaning and how that meaning consists of textual components, such 
that multiple interpretations of how we come to express experience through 
language gives context to that meaning.  Heidegger’s approach to studying 
phenomenology led to what he coined hermeneutic phenomenology which lends 
itself to more of an interpretive context as opposed to transcendental 
phenomenology that has more of a descriptive one.  According to Laverty, 
hermeneutic phenomenology is “concerned with the life world or human 
experience as it is lived.”
141
 This methodology supports the interpretivist 
approach to understanding phenomena and is grounded in the experience of 
individuals.   
This particular study does not constitute a hermeneutic or a transcendental 
analysis; rather, it uses a phenomenological perspective to arrive at the essence of 
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what care means in the context of the school setting.  Furthermore, though it is 
interpretive in nature, this study does not adhere to specific prescribed steps found 
in the aforementioned types of analysis, nor is there an extended engagement with 
participants regarding the meaning of care, as care is not explicitly acknowledged 
in the interview and exchange process due to the indirect nature of the research.  
Thus, practices such as ongoing conversations with participants, maintenance of 
reflective journals, and participant validation of researcher interpretation of 
meaning were not included in the data analysis process.  Rather, the research 
methodology used in this study was considered the best way to obtain the 
meaning of care without compromising its integrity by using the word “care” 
itself – a characteristic all teachers claim to have.  As such, a priori knowledge of 
what care is as well as the empirical and conceptual meanings of care cannot be 
discarded.    
According to Giorgi, there are multiple avenues in employing a 
phenomenological perspective within a qualitative study.  Unique to a particular 
disciplinary perspective (e.g., history, sociology), these steps involve aspects of 
collecting data that reflects the phenomenon under investigation, processing that 
data into meaningful pieces (or units), and employing appropriate “concepts and 
terms” that are “phenomenologically grounded” to synthesize what is gained as a 
result of the research.
142
  In this study, participants engaged in interviews about 
their perspectives on positive student outcomes and the types of activities they 
encouraged in the classroom to support those outcomes.  Their subjective 
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responses were transcribed into text and later analyzed, using a theming and 
coding technique, for underlying messages that reflected notions of care based on 
empirical and theoretical definitions about what care might look like in the 
classroom and/or school setting.  Additionally, new meanings of care were sought 
out as a potential emergence from this data.  These categorical meanings of care 
were then used in an etic overlay to discern various conceptual meanings of care 
in different contexts and from different perspectives.   A summary of findings 
along with theoretical and practical implications of the research follows the 
analysis.  
Participants 
In determining participants for the study, the “snowball effect” was 
deemed the most convenient and useful approach.  Participants were required to 
be between the ages of 24 and 57 and to teach at the secondary level.  The age 
requirement was determined in an attempt to reflect a range of age groups and 
ensure ample teaching experience to give more substance to the study.  
Additionally, teacher participants were expected to have at least three years of 
teaching experience to add more validity to their experiences.  Teachers who are 
in the profession longer have more resilience in the classroom and have moved 
past the “honeymoon” phase of their careers.  Participants were assigned 
pseudonyms to maintain confidentiality. 
Teacher participants were asked to participate in individual interviews in 
an effort to solicit their perceptions about care.  They were asked to share their 





Because care has been determined to function as a central element in this process, 
participant responses were analyzed to determine the correlation between the 
research and their personal experiences with this phenomenon in the classroom, 
without using the term care in a definitive way. It should be noted that each 
participant interviewed in a location of his/her choice, away from their place of 
employment, to protect their privacy and provide a “safe space” for them to feel 
comfortable in answering questions openly and honestly. 
For the purposes of this research, it was important not to directly disclose 
the actual phenomenon under investigation – care – because the responses would 
inevitably imply that the teacher participant was indeed caring.  Thus, the 
phenomenological approach involved identifying caring themes through the 
questions asked about positive student outcomes. 
Eight secondary teachers were interviewed for this study (see Table 1 – 
Teacher Participant Information).
143
  Each of them held various teacher 
certifications and taught in the classroom anywhere from 3 to 36 years.  The 
teachers selected were from five urban schools and three suburban schools across 
four different school districts. The diversity of the group is reflected in their 
various ethnicities, years of teaching experience, as well as the type of school 
setting they are located in.  Although the schools are considered suburban or 
urban, geographically, some of them are located in rural-like areas such that the 
communities in which they are situated take on a unique, small-town feel.  
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Nevertheless, the variety of participants helps broaden the study within the 
context of detail and meaning. 
Of the eight teachers who participated in the study, five of the participants 
were female, and three were male.  The first teacher participant was a white 
female educator who had been in the classroom over thirty-six years and taught in 
suburban school districts most of her career.  The second teacher participant was a 
white female veteran educator of thirteen years who taught in urban school 
districts most of her career.  The third teacher participant, a female of Asian 
descent and also an experienced educator of eight years, taught in suburban 
school districts her entire career.  The fourth teacher participant was an African 
American male with twenty-nine years of teaching experience in an urban school 
district. Teacher participant number five was a White female with eighteen years 
teaching experience, most of which was in urban school districts. Participant Six, 
a White male, spent eleven years teaching Science in an urban school which also 
happened to be the school he graduated from.  The seventh teacher participant, a 
white female, had twenty-two years of teaching experience at the secondary level. 
The last teacher participant, a White male, had only taught for three years and was 
formerly a youth minister. 
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Two important phases related to what Marshall and Rossman call 
Phenomenological Interviewing include “phenomenological reduction” and 
“structural synthesis.”
144
  These practices were employed during the analytic 
phase of the study.  Phenomenological Reduction refers to the act of 
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“[identifying] the essence of the phenomenon,” and the Structural Synthesis 
“culminates in a description of the essence of the phenomenon and its deep 
structure” after reviewing multiple “meanings” and “perspectives.”
145
  Both of 
these practices allow the researcher and participants to express their experiences 
with the phenomenon of study and provide a richer, deeper context for exploring 
meaning.  However, it must be noted that while structure is important when 
looking at essential elements of meaning for each participant, Giorgi suggests that 
“this is not a requirement of phenomenological research, and one should never 
force the data into a single structure.” Instead, he states that “One does it only if 




Looking at how Phenomenological Reduction and Structural Synthesis are 
employed as tools in the analysis, in a general sense, consider the following 
vignettes: 
Participant Two: I think that being available to students to ask questions 
before/after class, during lunch and even in class makes the relationship between 
teacher and student stronger. 
…I have one of THE MOST challenging seniors right now in the same class as the 
kid that doesn’t read.  This child is smart but does not apply himself at all.  And I 
think to some degree, he has a problem with attention…so I’ve struggled with this 
student all semester because he can’t sit still; he can’t get through an assignment.  
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And so I’ve tried to chunk it, I’ve had to make it into smaller bites for him to chew 
on.   
Participant Three: They know that they can come and talk to me about any needs 
that they have.  About academics, about personal relationships, and I let them 
know that I’m the teacher, and if we get to a point where I’ve got to get help 
because that’s all that I can do as their teacher, then, I’m going  to do that for 
‘em… I’m going to get help.  …They know that if something is bigger than I can 
handle, then I’m gonna go get help.  I will seek out whatever resources we need in 
order to get their situation resolved, whatever it is.  It doesn’t matter. Whether it 
is academic, whether it is personal, whatever it is because they have lots of 
emotions and drama that’s going on and if it gets to the point where they can’t 
resolve it, then they know they can come to me and we’re gonna figure it out what 
needs to be done to get it taken care of so we can move forward. 
Participant Six: Like I said, education – I love it and I will never, ever get away 
from it.  I mean I tutor kids all over. At the library, I don’t even know a lot of 
these kids I tutor. [They say] “I need help”…sure. 
Participant One: Do you want your students to like you?  And, to a person, 
young teachers will say, “Well, I don’t care if they like me as long as they respect 
me.”  And, anytime I hear that, I just want to go, “Oh, Honey, you‘ve got it 
backwards.  The answer is Of course I want positive climate in my classroom.”  
And part of that is we need to like each other.  And respect, I give it.  So my 
theory is, respect starts with me, and I’ve got to give it to my students.  And I tell 





my room.  Now, every day I’ll earn your respect.”  And, that’s the way.  I try to 
earn their respect by being fair, by noticing what kids are doing, by showing an 
interest, even by being genuinely concerned, by knowing if they raise their hand 
to ask a question, I’m not going to laugh at ‘em, I’m not going to humiliate them 
in front of their friends, and because I’m older, I have an advantage.  I can hug 
on my students, I’m a very approachable teacher, but I’m safe. 
 In some of the participant responses, one may notice aspects of care 
through the desire to see student academic growth, whereas, in other responses, 
care is implicit through the willingness of the teacher to supply personal help with 
non-academic issues – or both. Analyzing such participant responses and 
comparing these responses to empirical and theoretical claims about care provides 
for an in depth look at how care is expressed within a classroom and schooling 
context.  Synthesizing these various perspectives, then, becomes a difficult task, 
as care is not explicitly voiced in the interview exchange with participants; 
however, elements of caring are considered in light of how participants respond to 
their support of students in achieving positive student outcomes.  The process of 
theming and coding participant responses in light of the empirical and conceptual 
literature allows categorical meanings of care to emerge which then get at the 
essence of its structures.  
The meanings that individual participants assign to care are also situated 
in the context of who they are; therefore, their backgrounds, or personal 
experiences, become important to the phenomenologic-like inquiry.  Within this 





teachers see it); thus, engagement with participants requires an interpretation of 
their responses in the context of their individual differences.  Below are some 
excerpts from the interviews that get at the notion of how their identities might 
affect their interactions with students, and, implicitly, their understanding of care: 
Participant Five: I grew up in a suburban, homogeneous…you know all white 
school system in Minneapolis.  So for me, it was culture shock and I was so young 
and dumb.  [In reference to her transition into the teaching workforce in an urban 
school…] …but I wouldn’t trade it for anything.  And then we moved up to the 
city.  I was there for two years and taught at [anonymous] High School.  I loved 
it…and [anonymous] High School and loved it. 
Participant Seven: And then I reward my kids, too.  I make them cookies.  All the 
time (laughing).  I do.  I make homemade; I roll ‘em out, cut ‘em.  Make it their 
own cookie. I take requests.  They learn my cookie cutters.  I ice them, I decorate 
them; it takes four hours to make 130 cookies. [further in the interview she 
reflects on her favorite teacher and identifies herself with similar 
characteristics]... My favorite teacher…hmmm…kind of looked like me. Kind of 
wild with some crazy hair, and some fun joy, and some clothes that, you know, are 
kind of fresh! 
Participant Eight: I actually am a little bit unusual for most teachers in that I am 
an alternatively certified teacher.  So I, um, actually was a youth minister for ten 
years. I pastored and, uh, was also an associate pastor.  I did quite a bit of work 
in ministry. We’re still heavily involved in that but, uh, when I got my bachelor’s 





relationships that I have with the students – typically, I do believe that my 
background working with youth for a long period of time - that age group, 
specifically – really helps. 
Participant Four: All of my experiences have been uh, I would say they all have 
been positive…they’ve all been learning experiences and so even the things that 
were painful were beneficial because, you know, those experiences helped me 
grow.  I would like to think that each year or each semester I get better in the 
classroom because I take previous experiences with me and try to, um, just get 
better. 
Embedded in these teachers’ experiences are potential elements of care, as 
reflected in care theory, which require a close conceptual analysis of the teachers’ 
responses in conjunction with what the literature claims care to be.  Such analysis 
includes the use of etic terms which “refer to…the social scientific language 
used…to refer to the same phenomena”
147
 across different contexts.  In other 
words, according to McMillan and Schumacher, “in the later, more abstract stages 
of data analysis, etic patterns and themes are necessary to communicate with other 
researchers and social scientists.”
148
  The etic overlay will help provide further 
clarification of the meaning of care within a variety of contexts. 
 Within the study, attempts are made to gather information from teachers 
about meanings they assign to care by extracting claims they make about care in 
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response to inquiries about positive student outcomes.
149
  Teacher participants’ 
personal, lived experience, as it relates to positive student outcomes in the 
classroom, is one context from which notions of care were obtained.  According 
to Creswell, it is not uncommon in some phenomenological studies to use the 
literature to help “set the stage for the study.”
150
 In fact, this is another context 
that helps inform the meaning of care through a different lens. This information is 
an essential component in gathering meaningful data about the meaning of care. 
Although much of the research literature informs this study, primary 
empirical data was collected to help with framing the context for which the 
literature on care theory could be further explicated.  This unique approach makes 
defining this study as a purely phenomenological study extremely difficult.  
Pairing of the research literature with the empirical data collected during this 
study will enhance understanding about care and its significance for schools. 
Attempts are made to identify elements of care inherent in the lives of 
teacher participants as they convey their experience(s) of promoting positive 
student outcomes.  Their lived experiences with the phenomenon under 
investigation (care) are central to understanding care better. In addition to the 
focus on participant experiences that reveal different perspectives about care (as 
reflected in positive student outcomes), it is important to recognize the theoretical 
lens through which this research interprets notions of care extracted from 
participant responses. 
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Seven themes emerged from the empirical data collected from the eight 
teacher participants in the study (see Table 2).
151
  These themes included Knowing 
Students, Expressing Concern for Students, Having Affection for Students, Being 
Responsible for Student Growth, Fostering a Sense of Community, Fostering 
Positive Teacher/Student Relationships, and Utilizing a Strict Discipline 
Approach.  Two of these themes (Being Responsible for Student Growth and 
Having Affection for Students) received a greater emphasis than the other four 
because all participants unanimously made comments that specifically fit into 
these categories.  Sub-categories (see Table 2) were developed from all of the 
themes and reflect participant viewpoints as a result of their roles for enacting 
positive student outcomes.  Their pedagogical methods, as representative of care, 
are somewhat reflected in this sub-thematic scheme. Participant responses related 
to these categories can be found in Appendix A. 
Being Responsible for Student Growth 
When asked about their strategies in supporting positive student outcomes, 
all teacher participants made references to the academic approaches they use to 
support student success in this domain.  This is reflected in the large number of 
responses under the categorical theme for student growth (see Table 2).  Student 
growth was, by far, the central theme emerging from the research and supports 
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Mayeroff’s idea of care through helping the other to grow.
152
  However, there are 
further implications within the sphere of assisting students in this growth. 
In terms of academics, the primary role of the teacher is to ensure students 
master content and are able to advance to the next grade level successfully.  Some 
participants have emphasized the relationship as a central component to meeting 
this goal.  Mayeroff contends that both the teacher and student need each other 
and that this must be reflected in a reciprocal relationship.
153
  Many participants 
spoke to this notion of caring for their students in an effort to facilitate academic 
success.  Table 1.2, Appendix A, combines aspects of relational caring via a 
pedagogical context and is explained further below under Having Affection for 
Students.   
While each of the participants varied according to their certification areas, 
they all made references to standardized testing requirements and the focus that is 
placed upon assisting students in this area.  While teachers who taught core 
content found this mandate to be their main objective in the classroom, other 
teachers who taught non-testable subject areas spoke of other educational learning 
objectives for students.   
Additional findings in the research indicated that some teacher participants 
felt that the class type and focus (e.g., elective courses) yielded them more 
flexibility in establishing better relationships with their students.  They suggested 
that the core courses were more intense and allowed less time for collaborative 
activities that were fun and engaging.  Additionally, each participant exhibited 
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their passion for teaching upfront which has some significance for the research on 
care. Passion yields commitment, which is necessary for working with students 
and ensuring their positive outcomes.  
Having Affection for Students 
The notion of having affection for students is probably the closest 
conceptually illustrated category of care derived from the study.  Combined with 
the emphasis on student growth, this category presents an interesting dualism that 
spills over into the empirically grounded perspectives on care in schools.  In 
extracting language and implications about care from these interviews, it was 
quite obvious that these participants have a perspective that is grounded in 
Noddings’ pedagogical caring which stems from both natural and ethical 
caring.
154
  Natural caring is reflective of the type of relationship seen between a 
child and his/her parent(s) which encompasses more of an affectionate and 
unconditional love between the two; whereas, ethical caring consists of acting “as 
one-caring toward one for whom…[you] feel no natural affection.”
155
  The 
significance of this finding is that the teacher/student relationships in this study, 
as well as much of the empirical literature we read about, were often bound to 
academic objectives which reflect this idea of teacher pedagogical caring.  (Please 
see Table 1.2 in Appendix A for the teacher participant responses indicative of 
pedagogical care.) Still, it is important to note that this does not mean some of the 
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teacher participants did not endorse caring actions outside of the academic 
domain. 
In fact, many participants identified instances in which they assisted or 
offered assistance for personal issues that students may have faced – academic or 
non-academic.  Reflecting on the idea of student growth and the types of actions 
necessary to help facilitate that growth, in addition to the caring affect highlighted 
in this research, the connection is always in a relational context.  Teacher 
participants in this study acknowledged that it was important to connect with 
students in some way to engage them academically.  Pedagogical care seems to 
adequately reflect this imperative. 
Fostering a Sense of Community 
Community was a recurring theme in the literature as it alluded to or 
illustrated a sense of connectedness among the key players within and around 
schools – teachers, students, administrators, and parents.  Strong community was 
also attributed to improving student outcomes.  However, here, we must be clear 
about what we mean by community.  It is an often ambiguous term and can 
include any combination of meanings.  For the purposes of this section, 
community will be distinctly referred to as the classroom community, the school 
community, the outside community (the larger community aside from the school) 
or the community in general (a combination of all three). 
Often, care is embodied in the actual process of teaching and learning 
which can lead to a sense of community in the classroom among student groups.  





system that encourages students, regardless of the challenges in their lives, to 
persevere in hopes of changing their condition and achieving a higher level of 
opportunity or advancement. As seen in Appendix A, Table 1.3, community 
support in general is a fundamental part of what it means to care for students in 
the academic setting.   
Students are immersed in environments that may pose a detriment to their 
success in the schooling process.    Thus, the teacher’s role becomes crucial in 
dealing with students in the classroom setting.  Teaching and learning revolves 
around those relationships established during the course of the school year and 
has an impact on the students’ outcomes.  Table 1.3, Appendix A, illustrates the 
perspectives of teacher participants regarding community. 
Most of the teacher participants shared views consistent with the literature 
presented by scholars such as Ellerbrock and Kiefer who contend the importance 
of the community in supporting caring relationships which are so vital to 
students.
156
  Nevertheless, quite a few comments reflected community within the 
classroom, and loosely within the school, but not necessarily the school in its 
entirety, nor to those outside of its walls. Interestingly, Thurston and Berkeley, 
sought to establish a “peaceable” school community within the confines of the 
school, as their surrounding community did not serve as a means of positive 
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  However, concerns exist that isolationist approaches 
threaten student growth.  
In both the empirical and theoretical literature, there is a strong emphasis 
on community in a holistic sense.  For instance, Epstein stresses the necessity to 
support a strong caring mission within the school as a whole.
158
 Still, according to 
Epstein, families, community members at large, and the school combined all 
promote student growth.
159
  Ayers also shares sentiments reflecting the 
inadequacy of the schooling institution to meet all of the needs of the student and 
defers to the community as a necessary entity for student growth and support.
160
  
However, based on the findings, such a mission was not made explicit in the 
responses of teacher participants. 
Knowing Students 
Most of the research participants shared responses that indicated an 
importance in knowing their students.  Several sub-categorical themes emerged 
from this data: Differentiating Instruction, Seeking to Know Students’ Personal 
Interests, and Learning about Students’ Backgrounds.  The implication is that 
engaging with individual students on a personal level helps to enhance those 
relationships that teacher participants consider vital to the learning process.  
However, analyzing their responses were difficult because not everyone made 
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explicit reference to the aforementioned subcategories, therefore, eliminating 
them from fitting into this category.   
 Participant Three, though referencing her openness to assist students if 
they had a problem, never directly stated an explicit intent to seek student 
interests or learn about their backgrounds.  This is not to say that she does not do 
this; rather, she did not specifically state criteria that would precisely fit into this 
category. Other participants did make direct references to knowing students.  
Table 1.4, located in Appendix A, highlights various responses that teacher 
participants provided in response to their engagement with students on a personal 
level in an effort to get to know them.    
 Expressing Concern for Students 
 Table 1.5, Appendix A, highlights various teacher participant comments 
on expressing concern for students in their classrooms.  Concern for students is an 
extension of caring because it indicates a strong interest in or worry about another 
individual.  Such emotional ties provide the grounding for establishing a relational 
bond between teachers and their students, and are revealed in the responses from 
participants.  The connection between care and concern is evident in Martin’s 
scholarly text which reveals the importance of these elements for students in the 
school setting.
161
  Having concern for students embodies a sense of responsibility 
toward them and yields a desire to assist them in achieving some end.  In this 
case, teacher participants revealed their concern for students in both academic and 
non-academic contexts.  
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 It should be noted that some responses within the tables located in 
Appendix A share characteristics associated with this particular category.  
Nevertheless, such alignment reveals the seamless connection between the themes 
as presented in the research and, further, solidifies the overlap in boundaries with 
which the notion of care is expressed in school and classroom settings. 
 Fostering Positive Teacher/Student Relationships 
 Sincere efforts must be made to cultivate positive relationships between 
teachers and their students.  Many teacher participants indicated ways in which 
they facilitated positive student outcomes through such positive relationships.  
From those responses shared by participants, three subcategories emerged: 
modeling care for students, advocating for students’ best interests, and showing or 
embodying care through verbal/non-verbal expressions. 
 One of the most commonly suggested uses of care in the classroom and 
school setting is to help kids grow, do better, as well as excel academically and 
socially.  Modeling care is one such method that the literature says helps to 
achieve this goal. Additionally, attempts to advocate for students and show them 
that they are cared for pedagogically and personally supports both academic 
achievement and social growth. Scholars such as Opalewski and Unkovich 
identify how such practices translate into success for students.
162
 Table 1.6, in 
Appendix A, reveals teacher participant responses that reflect the subcategory 
themes for ways in which they foster positive student/teacher relationships. 
Utilizing a Strict Discipline Approach 
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 The learning environment is crucial to positive student outcomes because 
it is within this context that the tone is set for all that takes place within the 
classroom and school settings.  Teacher participants made comments on how they 
interact with students; however, only two participants stressed a strict disciplinary 
approach to ensure student conformity to class structure and order. 
 In earlier chapters, it was mentioned how various disciplinary tactics may 
or may not be considered caring.  Sometimes harsher disciplinary approaches are 
received by students in a negative way; whereas, in other cases, harsh discipline is 
welcomed by them. Conversely, milder disciplinary approaches may not share 
equal acceptance by students either.  Such a dichotomous function of discipline is 
very subjective in terms of the intent of the one who delivers it and the reaction of 
the one who receives it.  For this reason, it does become difficult to assess 
whether caring, in a Noddian sense, is indeed taking place.  However, for the 
purposes of this research, it is important to note that all elements deemed as 
potential reflections of care were included here to provide a complete picture of 
how difficult it is to extract meaning from the notion of care. 
 In Table 1.7 of Appendix A, we see two participants who revealed strong 
feelings of discipline in their classrooms.  One response was seemingly harsh and 
the other response, more mild in nature.  It seems that both teachers have good 
intentions in helping their students become successful; however, their responses 
do not “speak” for the actual feelings of the students who are recipients of their 





nevertheless, their discipline techniques indicate that their motivation was induced 
by a caring attitude.  
Table 2. Themed Responses from Participant Interviews 
Themes Thematic Sub-Categories Participant Views 
Knowing 
Students  
 Differentiating instruction 
 Seeking to know students’ 
personal interests 
 Learning about students’ 
backgrounds 
P1, P2, P6, P7,P8 
P2, P4, P5, P7, P8 
 





 Interested in students’ 
thoughts 
 Excited about student 
experiences and personal 
growth 
P1, P2, P4, P7, P8 





 Showing expressions of 
affection or nurturance 
(verbal/non-verbal or 
physical) 
 Helping students by meeting 
their personal needs 
 Looking for the good in 
students (emphasize 
positive traits) 
 Providing encouragement to 
students 
P1, P4, P5, P7, P8 
 









 Advancing academic 
achievement (meeting 
academic needs) 
 Promoting self-sufficiency 
 Building self-confidence 
 Promoting 
independent/social success 
 Making content relevant to 
students’ lives 
 Setting high expectations 
 Sticking with challenging 
students 
 Promoting peer teaching  
P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, 
P6,P7, P8 
 
P1, P2, P3, P5,P6, P7, 
P8 
P1, P4, P6, P7, P8 
P1, P2, P3, P5,P7, P8 
P1, P2, P3, P4, P5,P7, 
P8 
P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, 
P6,P7, P8 
P1, P2, P3, P4, P5, P6, 
P7, P8 










 Teaching students to care 
for others 
 Teaching Students to get 
along with others 
 Encouraging parental 
support 
 Encouraging students to 
build camaraderie 
P1, P3, P7 
P1, P3, P6, P7, P8 
P3, P4, P6, P7, P8 






 Modeling care for students 
 Advocating for students’ 
best interests 
 Showing/embodying care 
through verbal/nonverbal 
expressions  
P1, P2, P4, P7, P8 
P1, P2, P3, P4, P6, P8 
P1, P2, P3, P4, P8 
Utilizing a Strict 
Discipline 
Approach 
 Expecting students to 
conform to teacher’s 
standards for learning 
environment 
 Use of harsh comments to 






In studying care, it is essential to provide a snapshot of what teacher 
participants perceived or understood a non-caring teacher to be.  Table 3 below 
signifies attributes of an uncaring teacher (a teacher not concerned with students 
or their personal academic and/or social success).  
Table 3. Attributes of Uncaring Teachers – Participant Responses 
Attributes of Uncaring Teachers 
(Teachers not concerned with positive 
student outcomes) 
Participant Views 
Unconcerned about students overall P3, P6, P7 
Only focused on their content area P3, P8 
Fails to make eye contact with students P3 





Attributes of Uncaring Teachers 
(Teachers not concerned with positive 
student outcomes) 
Participant Views 
No parental contact P3 
Gives worksheets or other menial 
assignments 
P2, P5, P6, P8 
Does not provide feedback to students P2 
Only concerned about job security P3, P5 
Does not want a relationship with 
students 
P1, P2, P3, P4 
Is not in the hallways or not really visible P1, P8 
Is not aware of the students in the 
hallways 
P4, P5 
Does not attend student events outside of 
school 
P4 
Gives no verbal encouragement P4 
Verbally abusive P5 
Does not teach content or fails to plan 
lessons 
P5, P7 




Lastly, teacher participants commented on whether or not they had a 





if the administration was supportive of these teachers in their attempts to help 
students be successful.  This might indicate if care was integrated into the school 
hierarchical structure.  One participant indicted that her administrator was 
indifferent to her efforts.  The remaining participants shared that they had strong 
administrative support.  This is another significant aspect of care as it relates to 
positive student outcomes, and is also outlined in the framework for this study. 
Conclusion 
 All of the subcategories possess elements of care identified in the 
literature.
163
  However, two major themes emerge from this study that are 
especially significant in terms of the research outlined in the theoretical and 
empirical literature.  These include Being Responsible for Student Growth and 
Having Affection for Students; thereby, influencing positive student/teacher 
relationships.   
 Student growth was an important factor, and one of the largest categories 
for attributes reflective of care.  Mayeroff
164
 uses growth in defining his notion of 
care, so there seems to be verification for his theory.  Participants expressed 
strong feelings of wanting to see their students succeed and grow in some way, 
whether academically, socially or both.  This is truly indicative of an 
interpretation of care that reflects both empirical and conceptual literary claims of 
how care is expressed in student/teacher relationships within an academic context, 
but not ignoring non-academic areas of potential growth. 
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 The surprising aspect of the research was the many expressions of love as 
reflected through the responses made by one male teacher participant – (P4).  He 
spoke of his love for students and indicated that physical expressions of nurturing 
were necessary for student success as well.  Typically, because care (e.g., 
nurturing, loving) is a social construct attributed to females, it is not a quality that 
one would expect to see readily expressed by males.  As a result, this opens the 
door to future inquiry over male conceptual perspectives of care versus female 
conceptual perspectives of care in general.  This is not to imply any radical 
difference between a male or female’s ability to care or to suggest any other 
notions of inherent difference; the intent is just to highlight this finding. Two 
additional participants made references to loving students; however, their 
comments using that terminology were extremely brief.  Both of these participants 
were female. 
 Nevertheless, it is important that we recognize the comments about 
affection.  Participants present an interesting spectrum of responses that reflect the 
ranges of natural, ethical and pedagogical caring as revealed by Noddings.  Again, 
both the empirical and conceptual literature reflects characteristics that fit these 
various forms of care situated in the school and classroom settings.  It should be 
noted that the extent of the comments about the affective domain are limited 
within the context of school policy; therefore, some of the theoretical literature 
that identifies what care should look like within such settings may not be 
considered “practical” in light of the schooling structure – (mandates).  Still, 





positive student outcomes and seems necessary in influencing the teacher/student 
relationship.   
Knowing students and expressing concern for them almost go hand-in-
hand.  There is the notion of not knowing students personally but still caring 
about their well-being, which is quite possible; however, in an effort to 
disaggregate the responses in the research, it was essential to pinpoint the 
dichotomous nature of the pedagogical context and the personal-relational 
context.  For most participants, the responses they shared took on aspects of both.  
The implication of knowing students most often revolved around things such as 
how they learn and what types of things engage them.  Closely related is the 
category of teachers expressing concern for students which consisted of the 
teachers’ attempts to know what was on students’ minds and showing an interest 
in (or concern for) their individual growth. Here, the research becomes somewhat 
tricky because there are other categories in which there is overlap in teachers’ 
responses.  For instance, some of the teacher participants may have shared a 
response that would also align with the Fostering Positive Teacher/Student 
Relationships category. 
While the Fostering Positive Teacher/Student Relationships category 
yielded only three subcategories, in actuality, one might deduce that all the 
themes could fit nicely under this umbrella. Nevertheless, it was important to 
allow this theme autonomy so that other categorical themes could emerge for 















Community appeared to be an important theme emerging from the 
research.  In most cases, the context reflected more of an idea of community in 
the classroom setting; however, some participants made reference to a sense of 
community, or shared values, within their school.  Parents were engaged on some 
levels but the sense of community reflected notions of what takes place within the 
building itself.  Rarely, was there mention of businesses or local entities in 
support of the school or a specific school mission or vision.  This diverges 
somewhat from what the literature emphasizes is important for caring in schools 
to have a stronger significance.  More will be shared on this later in the 
discussion.  
One final theme in the literature, discipline, was a category that gives a 
unique perspective to what care looks like from this particular approach.  Earlier 
in the literature, we learn how discipline can have a dichotomous function and 
may or may not be received in a positive way.  Discipline also looks different, 
depending on context, setting and approach.  Participant responses indicate two 
very different types of disciplinary approaches.  Given their context, one response 
seems proactive and another reactive.  Additionally, one use of discipline 
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included establishing order and codes of conduct in the classroom; whereas, the 
other use of discipline advocated severe punishment for violating these codes of 
conduct.  In either case, these forms of discipline can be considered a form of 
caring, seeking to promote student growth and showing concern for their well-
being. 
There are some critics who argue that Noddings’ notion of caring becomes 
compromised because of elements such as discipline.  The idea is that there is an 
unequal relationship between teachers and students which makes caring difficult 
to establish, as she would have it.  However, we will explore this criticism more 
in Chapter 6. 
 The research seems to indicate that care is essential to positive student 
outcomes – both academic and social.  It is important to highlight that this 
conclusion was reinforced by the study.  Additionally, it is also significant to 
point out that the data included the experiences of eight teacher participants 
within five different schools and four school districts- yielding unique viewpoints, 
but overlapping themes of care.  This adds to the soundness of the research.  
Future studies of care should include a closer look at how administrators view 
care as a construct in school and/or classroom settings and their ability to enact 








Based on the findings in the study, the following research questions were 
revisited to reveal answers, even if vague, to the complexities of elements 
surrounding care in schools: How do secondary teachers’ responses about 
positive student outcomes reflect notions of care in the school and/or classroom 
setting? What patterns and themes emerge from secondary teacher participant 
responses regarding their own approaches to promoting positive outcomes 
(possible caring) for students? What themes are prevalent among secondary 
teacher participants in their responses regarding opposition or support from 
administrators (institution) as they implement such (possible caring) approaches 
in the classroom?  
What follows is a close discussion of teacher participant responses and 
their correlation, if applicable, to the conceptual and empirical literature 
surrounding the theory.  To be clear, the answers to these questions as reflected in 
this research should not be considered the final end to the matter.  Explanations 
may vary and differ from context to context; however, for the purposes of this 
study, an attempt is made to shed some light on areas of inquiry that affect 
secondary teachers as they attempt to support positive student outcomes in 
school/classroom settings via use of a care ethic. 
(1) How do secondary teachers’ responses about positive student outcomes 





 In an attempt to get at the notion of what it means to care in school and 
classroom settings, it was important not to reveal the phenomenon, care, 
underlying the study.  Instead of using the term care, teacher participants were 
asked about how they affect positive student outcomes in school.  Their responses 
were tailored to the context in which they work so their main focus was academic 
in nature.  However, the line of questioning extended to ways in which these 
teachers might assist students in a non-academic context as well, and it is at this 
point of intersection when language becomes crucial in terms of caring attributes 
that might stem from their discussion about their efforts.  (See Appendix B for a 
list of the basic interview questions).  
 In helping their students to become successful, teacher participants often 
referred to pedagogical actions of care reflected in an academic context.  The idea 
here is that the teacher supports student growth and academic success and, 
therefore, exhibits care for students by doing those things for which they (the 
teachers) feel obligated, either by moral or ethical responsibility, to ensure 
students have positive outcomes.  This is a basic explanation about care and does 
not adequately address all of the complexities of the expression of care in 
supporting positive student outcomes.   
 Intertwined in this idea of pedagogical caring are other notions of care 
discussed earlier in the text that include natural caring as well as ethical caring.
169
  
Based on earlier assumptions, one might consider that there is one gradient to 
caring – natural, ethical, and pedagogical, and that a teacher can assume caring 
dispositions anywhere along that gradient.  However, these various categories of 
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care might not be as dichotomous as first assumed.  The duality of the teacher 
responses reveals that caring actions can be paired as a combination of two or 
more types of caring motives. Thus, caring motives can overlap.  In other words, 
teachers in the study made reference to situations in which they expressed the 
expected outcome they wanted for their students because they cared, but their 
motives (the why) revealed a deeper or more meaningful context from which their 
actions stemmed.  In such instances, these motives appeared to stem from 
simultaneous caring dispositions.  For example, one teacher participant 
commented that she told her students “I respect you and I love you for no other 
reason than you’re sitting here in my room…”
170
 However, she followed by 




 To be clear, teacher participant responses mirrored quite a bit of the 
empirical research on care because their focus took on an academic lens.  The 
language of care was pedagogically framed to give credence to the why or 
rationale for explaining teacher efforts in the school and/or classroom setting.  
Still, it is important to note that such a pedagogical context was not entirely 
exclusive of other influences.  It is in the rationale that one finds certain 
complexities that are very subjective and hard to address because of its 
subjectivity.  For example, a teacher might have a desire to fulfill a duty based on 
a contractual obligation; another teacher may be motivated by strong care for 
students and the desire to see them excel; still, another teacher might have a 
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disposition that is purely self-serving in nature such as advancing his/her career.  
Participant Five made the following comment during her interview: “I waitressed 
from age 15 through college and waitressed into my first years of teaching… and 
probably made more waitressing.  One thing I learned waitressing:  you set the 
tone…so my motive is self-serving, ultimately, I want to have good classes, and I 
want to have good test scores.”  Here, one can see that any number of rationales, 
or combinations thereof, might exist as the motive for teacher  efforts that could 
be perceived as a type of “caring” (e.g., pedagogical) on the outside but not 
necessarily matching with their internal motivations and dispositions which may 
or may not be inspired by a care ethic.  Keeping this in mind, consider the 
following comment from Participant Eight:  
I think a teacher recognizes you know what, not every student is gonna 
come in my class at the same level or even willing to learn at the same 
pace; but if they get it the first nine weeks, and another student gets it at 
the end of the first semester, and another student gets it at the end of the 
third nine weeks, then it doesn’t matter to me.  You know, I mean they’ve 
got it.  They’ve learned.  They’ve moved forward.
172
   
Clearly, the focus here is pedagogical and one could assume by looking at student 
test scores and observing student growth that such outcome shows that the teacher 
cares for his students; moreover, this same teacher claims that student success is a 
direct result of the relationship he has with students.
173
  However, one cannot tell 
what motivates this outward form of pedagogical care.  
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 Thus, there is a tension that exists among natural, ethical, and pedagogical 
caring.  What becomes quite obvious is the significance of the how and why of the 
caring motif.  The how might be perceived as a little easier to assess because it 
reveals action.  Nevertheless, actions are still subject to interpretation – (e.g., 
getting caring right or getting caring wrong).  The real challenge to understanding 
such tension lies in the ability to recognize those internal and external exchanges 
that reveal whether or not caring, however we define it, is successful and truly 
exists.  The relationship between what it means to care, how one does it, and why 
she/he does it might indeed be important.  Put in another context, one might ask 
the following questions: If the student is academically successful, does it matter 
what manner in which the teacher cared about (or for) the student or if the 
teacher was truly sincere in his/her caring efforts? To what degree should 
importance be placed on the relationship between a teacher and student? Should 
we care for children for the sake of caring for children, despite academic factors 
or should our primary concern be to care for students in an effort to improve their 
academic performance?  
 In light of such thinking, we must consider the “relationship” and its 
significance in the academic setting.  Earlier, we briefly examined the case of 
Jaime Escalante (see Chapter 2) and how he had a very specific focus on the 
academic content and successful test performance of his students.
174
  Despite 
Escalante’s crass approach to teaching, all of his students learned the required 
material and passed the Advanced Placement exam.  Even though he belittled 
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them, embarrassed them, and offended them in various ways, his students still 
rallied in support of him because they knew he cared for them (at least for their 
academic success) in doing so.  In contrast, he also visited their homes, provided 
additional help after school, and invited them to his house to study.  It was clear 
that he wanted them to learn and be successful.  Thus, such a response begs the 
question: what should the teacher/student relationship look like?  This is 
seemingly impossible to answer because an outsider would probably not use 
Escalante’s example as a model.  Again, how do we define the context of the 
relationship and what constitutes one that is caring in nature?  It might be 
important to point out that one does not necessarily have to separate care from 
academic performance.  Both can coexist.  What becomes more difficult to 
understand is the underlying relationship between a teacher and his/her student(s), 
and how those specific relationships affect student success. 
In the larger context of the classroom, is it logical to assume that if we 
care for kids successfully (however, “successfully” is translated), that they will 
improve their academic performance?  Empirical research says so.  But one area 
of weakness in the empirical research is pointing out the rationale for students 
who do succeed, regardless of or despite the absence of teacher care.   Here, we 
see an absence of clarity in how the caring intricacies of any teacher/student 
relationship impacts student growth.  This is not to say that the relationship has no 
significance, because it does; otherwise, this study would have no bearing.  Still, 









(2) What patterns and themes emerge from secondary teacher participant 
responses regarding their own approaches to promoting positive outcomes 
(possible caring) for students?  
As mentioned in the last chapter, common themes that emerged from 
teacher participant responses included: Knowing Students, Expressing Concern 
for Students, Having Affection for Students, Being Responsible for Student 
Growth, Fostering a Sense of Community, Fostering Positive Teacher/Student 
Relationships, and Utilizing a Strict Discipline Approach.  Of these, Being 
Responsible for Student Growth and Having Affection for Students produced 
unanimous responses from all participants.  Each theme addressed an aspect of 
teacher care reflected in the literature. Such aspects were expounded on in 
Chapter 5.  However, a few distinct patterns emerged from these areas and are 
significant as we catch a glimpse into the aspects of caring in classroom and 
school settings. 
All teacher participants’ central focus was on supporting the academic 
growth of their students.  This should not be too surprising because of the context 
in which these teachers work and operate.  What is interesting from the research is 
the extent to which each teacher participant discusses their approaches to 
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promoting positive student outcomes and how that is framed in the context of 
what they teach.   
Teacher participants teaching core courses usually made comments that 
reflected the significance of the course content as it related to student growth; 
whereas, the responses of non-core teachers appeared to reveal greater flexibility 
in their promotion of student growth via non-academic areas.  In fact, Participant 
One stated in her interview that “… sometimes [the students] are reading for their 
English class.  …Even reading those books with me is different because I’m not 
analyzing, I’m not finding the symbolism, I’m not asking to find the metaphors. 
…and their English teacher mops up.” This particular teacher explains that her 
role is not to enforce a school curricular mandate; rather, she encourages her 
students to become enthusiastic about reading in general and engage with a 
community of readers who share similar enthusiasm and passion about reading.   
Similarly, Participant Three commented “[they] help the students to 
prepare for, not only their transition into high school but also their transition into 
college and then into life.”  This teacher participant indicated that she enjoys the 
ability to emphasize transitional leadership and life skills that transcend specific 
core content.  From her perspective, she is truly meeting the essential needs 
students will eventually experience in life, highlighting care from a unique lens.  
When asked what a teacher looks like who does not help students toward positive 
outcomes, surprisingly, she used core content teachers as an example.  She 
commented that such teachers “[are] only focused on their particular subject 





want to talk about anything else that doesn’t have to do with that particular 
discipline because they’re focused on teaching tests and making sure their test 
scores come back fine…. they’re not connected with them [the students].”  While 
we have shed some light on the notion of caring in general, by all teachers, within 
the scholarly literature, it was quite interesting to observe first-hand such a 
comment from a teacher regarding her perception of – what she might suggest - a 
“non-caring” teacher to be.  
Conversely, those teacher participants whose focus is on a core content 
area express somewhat different comments that seem to place more significance 
on the content as it relates to facilitating student success.  Their perspectives 
might constitute what they deem a “caring” teacher to be.  Participant Six, a 
secondary science teacher, commented “…I’m looking at remediation rates, high 
school to college, ACT scores…That’s what I want them to look toward.”  In his 
interview his passion for teaching Microbiology and Chemistry was clearly 
observable.  He emphasized helping students in these areas and his caring was 
tailored to actions in this context, including personalized tutoring outside of 
school hours.  His goal is to ensure students are well prepared for college level 
science content.  Rarely, did he discuss personal non-academic issues and, when 
prompted, his responses were not as detailed as other participants. 
Arguably, these examples do not definitively indicate “non-caring,” but 
they do lend themselves to a closer examination of what actual caring looks like 
in the context of the classroom.  The implications made in the aforementioned 





ability to support students toward successful outcomes.  However, what is not 
mentioned are the underlying factors that present potential challenges for how 
these outcomes are achieved.  For example, the school structure, school culture, 
education mandates, and teacher dispositions can influence (academic and non-
academic) learning outcomes for students.  These factors can also impact 
relationship development between teachers and their students; thereby, reflecting 
different notions of care.   Important to remember here is that the how and why 
still matters. 
Another pattern that emerged from the findings in this research study was 
the extent to which many participants provided detailed accounts of ways in 
which they helped students with highly personal issues.  To be sure, participants 
spoke in general about how they were available to students or how they would do 
what it took to make sure student issues were addressed, whether personal or 
academic.  Still, many responses lacked great detail about specific instances of 
personal problems and what they did (or didn’t do) to address those problems.  
There were some vignettes that came close.  A few are shared below: 
Participant Two: …I was eager to get him back this year.  He dropped out.  I 
think he went to jail.  And I think he got a fire under him by somebody somewhere 
that told him “You’ve got to pull it together.”  In my classroom I was happy to see 
him again, and I told him so.   And I think that my being open and open-minded 
and willing to try anything…to lock them into being engaged who otherwise 
would be reluctant learners - I believe that makes a big difference.   I’m not sure 





I’m willing to go above and beyond and do things a lot of other teachers aren’t 
willing to do. 
Participant Four: …urban kids don’t fear retention; they fear exclusion.  So if 
you hold an urban kid back and they have to repeat a grade, they don’t fear 
discipline.  They don’t fear retention.  They fear exclusion.  When you exclude 
someone, you [admit] that they don’t exist – that they are not included. So 
kids…discipline don’t feel good but some kids want it.  They want to know that 
they matter. …I had one boy who said he was going to shoot me last year and he 
was just running off at the mouth and now that little boy loves me. …He was a 
sophomore.  He wasn’t in my class.  He’s a junior now.  He loves me now.  He 
said he was going to catch me on the street and pop me.  [I was like] what does 
that mean…He’s gonna shoot me? 
Participant Six: …There were only two I had to call DHS; the others, I had to 
come in and talk to them….I don’t like that process.  I don’t like that process at 
all.  ‘Cause now, I mean, if a teacher suspects it [abuse], it’s the teacher’s 
responsibility to call. … There’s a few that I have had to talk to the parents.  So 
there’s different things at home.  …It’s not too bad. …We are there for the kids 
and so it doesn’t bother me… I’m like okay, ‘what am I gonna face when I get 
here,’ but it works out good. 
 Such examples provide some understanding of the tension between the 
care teachers have for their students and the extent of their caring within a 
schooling context.  Details on deep, personal issues the students in these situations 





possible that the teacher participants lacked knowledge about students’ 
circumstances.  Perhaps, policies in place prevented teachers from having too 
close of a relationship with students.  A third reason for this lack of detail could 
have been the teachers’ ways of caring without causing themselves too much 
emotional discomfort.  In either case, these teachers attempted to assist their 
students in caring ways that would promote positive outcomes for them.  
Further analysis on participant responses revealed yet another pattern 
reflecting the use of terms commonly used in lieu of the word care. Such terms 
examined included care, love, nurture, compassion, concern, affection, and 
attentive. Regardless of whether these terms were potentially used as a noun, verb 
or adjective, their use was analyzed in terms of the relationship of teacher 
participants to their students. 
Only three teacher participants mentioned loving their students.  However, 
only one of the three participants emphasized his love for students by expanding 
his thoughts on what it means to (love) kids.  Participant One indicated that she 
told her students “I respect you and I love you…” which is a direct 
communication of love. On the other hand, Participant Five merely commented 
that she had taught at several schools and, with each school referenced, she said 
that she “loved the kids.”  Participant Four was the most detailed in his response 
about caring for students.  He stated “I have fallen in love with so many kids…” 
With this disposition, he makes implications about the type of love he is referring 





Let me preface it by saying that we live in a society now that a lot of kids 
are being raised by grandparents.  And, um, there are kids in the 
classroom with a lot of animosity and resentment because everyone wants 
to be nurtured and loved by a parent – not by grandparents.  
Grandparents are great! I’m going to be one here in about five months. 
[Laughs] Grandparents are great, but there is something to be said for 
your parents’ nurturing.  So when kids come to you [the teacher] with 
that, we recognize that problem. 
This teacher participant goes on further to make references to his own biological 
children and how he is very loving and nurturing toward them.  This expression of 
deep connection and concern ushers in an interesting parallel between parent/child 
care and teacher/student care.  His responses indicated that he closely aligns the 
two.  However, this duality of the care ethic (natural care and pedagogical care) 
was not observed this explicitly with any other participant and is something rarely 
teased out in the research. 
 The concept of love that Participant Four mentions is prominent in 
Garrison and Liston’s book as they highlight the necessity for love in an 
educational context.  Certainly, the term love often poses a perverted view when 
placing it in the context of schooling.  In current society, love is considered by 
most individuals as being outside of the realm of education and more designed for 
highly intimate and personal contexts.  For example, Garrison and Liston state 





family, and love from the educational realm.  Thus, home is said to ‘nurture’ and 
‘socialize,’ not ‘educate’ children.”
176
   
 In this study, care is the central focus and a disposition that most people, 
especially educators, can identify with as it relates to children in the school 
setting.   However, when Garrison and Liston use the term love, though it carries 
similar connotations to care, these authors must analyze love so that it, too, is 
made clear within the schooling context.  Such analyses, like the analysis of care, 
make their work important to understand so that love is understood in all of its 
positive attributes for helping children and not hurting them.   
 Garrison and Liston succinctly state: 
Indeed, we consider love such an obstacle to the achievement of the 
objective of preparing children for life in the public world that we make 
one of early schooling’s main tasks that of casting off the attitudes and 
values, the patterns of thought and action associated with home, women, 
and domesticity. …They fail to recognize that the love whose object is the 
growth and development of children needs to become an integral part of 
both [school and home].  They overlook the fact that this kind of love 
deserves a central place in the educational process.
177
 
 One final and very interesting fact that emerged from Participant Four was 
that he was the only teacher participant to indicate that his love was reciprocated 
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  His student had threatened to shoot him which highlights the 
severity of the initial relationship.  Considering such circumstances, the outcome 
that resulted from his implementation of a care ethic, yields a very powerful and 
telling narrative of why it is important to have caring teachers in a classroom.  
Noddings talks about how teachers are sometimes perceived by students as the 
opposing force – the enemy.
179
  In this case, the teacher participant recognized 
this common assumption and responded in a caring way to the student.  As a 
result, the student’s disposition towards his teacher shifted to one of reciprocal 
love; thereby, confirming that his teacher met his needs.  Noddings highlights this 
reciprocity in her theory on care.
180
  
 Other participants used the term care in brief instances to indicate they 
care for their students or their students know that they care for them.  For 
instance, Participant Five stated, “My students know I care”; whereas, Participant 
Seven indicated, “If they don’t feel that I respect them and care about them, they 
have no interest in learning.”   
Some of the gaps in their responses and comments might have been richer 
had they have known that the study was directly focused on care; however, the 
nature of the indirect research was important to ensure comments were authentic 
and not coerced or fabricated to make the teacher participant make themselves to 
“seem” like a caring teacher.  
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Other ways the teacher participants used the words care and love, were not 
in the context being studied here.  For example, one participant made the 
comment “Teaching is what I love.”  Other participants made similar comments.  
Moreover, love was typically directed toward objects, such as content areas or 
books, instead of people (or students).  Similarly, other terms as mentioned above, 
were rarely used in the context of the caring relationship between teacher and 
student.  Participant One made a comment about “being genuinely concerned” 
about students and Participant Seven stated, “…they [students] are comfortable 
enough to talk to [her]… about things that concern them.”  In this respect, the 
additional terms were minimally used and had no deep impact or bearing on 
participant responses. 
(3) What themes are prevalent among secondary teacher participants in their 
responses regarding opposition or support from administrators 
(institutions) as they implement such (possible caring) approaches in the 
classroom? 
An interesting tension that exists in school settings today is the 
expectation of federal, local, and state mandates which impact the interpersonal 
caring relationships between teachers and their students. The current structure of 
schools, under such constraints, shifts the central focus of schooling and can have 
a negative impact on how teachers care for their students or display caring 
attributes to help facilitate non-academic qualities for student growth.  Though we 





natural, ethical, pedagogical – we have not yet teased out the notion of how these 
different forms of caring work in tandem with the overall school structure. 
During teacher interviews, two streams of thought emerge from the line of 
questioning about administrative support or lack thereof.  One is obvious, the 
other not so much.  Because the research was indirect about the phenomenon 
being investigated, teachers could not consciously speak to the notion of how 
administrators support (or do not support) a caring school environment.  Second, 
but most importantly, it does not appear that there are distinct connections 
between individual teacher participants’ relationships with their students and how 
those relationships might be influenced by their administrators’ dispositions in a 
caring context. 
Included in Table 2.1, Appendix C, are excerpts taken from portions of 
teacher participant interviews that speak to the idea of administrative support.  In 
some cases, it is not clear whether or not these support mechanisms consist of 
embracing the care ethic in a particular school setting; however, taking all of the 
teacher participant responses into context, what is revealed is a strong tendency 
for most of them to make references to pedagogical forms of caring, rather than 
natural or ethical caring. 
One consistent pattern, referenced earlier, is the tendency for elective 
teachers to have a slightly unique focus about their non-core subjects and, in this 
case, how adequately their administrators provide support for them in this arena.  
Some of the comments they make with regard to administrator support actually 





or what they are trying to do to help students be successful.  In a couple of cases, 
two of the non-core teacher participants conveyed positive responses to 
administrator support.  A third participant indicated that there was a level of 
indifference from her administrators because of the fact that her course was not a 
core course.  In all of these situations, there is no indication of a systematic 
implementation of a care ethic.  
Similarly, with teacher participants who teach core courses, administrative 
support, or lack thereof, was either motivated by or tied to potential academic 
processes and/or outcomes.  Out of the five core content teachers in the research 
study, all of them, with the exception of one, felt supported to some degree.  
Comments showing administrative support ranged from concerns about 
curriculum and passage of benchmark or key content exams, to ensuring that 
teachers have the resources they need to be successful.  One teacher and principal 
disagreed on a teachers’ learning strategy for a particular student which the 
teacher indicated as one of several instances in which the principal showed lack of 
support.  In fact, this participant was so disappointed in the lack of support he 
perceived from his administrator that he was looking to change professions!    
There was nothing in the responses that indicated a structure specifically 
for the non-academic caring attributes for students in these schools.  Attempts at 
caring were often initiated by the teachers through their own individual 
approaches to caring for their students within the context of their classroom 





nurturing school environments for their teachers and students; rather, this was not 
explicitly stated by participants. 
Herein lays a challenge to creating a caring community within schools in a 
systemic way.  Among several key ingredients to creating an ethic of care in 
schools seems to be the need for an intentional vision, mission, and collaborative 
effort by all key stakeholders in a school and its surrounding community.  
However, an effort of this magnitude is seemingly hampered by the mode of 
thinking that aligns with the purpose schools serve and what expectations are for 
student outcomes.  Liston and Garrison expressed their discontent with such status 
quo thinking: 
Institutional constraints silence the discourse of passion and love in the 
public realm of teaching and learning. This collection seeks to end the 
silence by speaking loudly in public about what many think should only be 
spoken about in private. ...Daily, it seems, students are spoon-fed 
‘educational’ material, not to satiate their learning hunger but rather to 
meet the mandates of the state.  …These days practicing teachers and 
future teachers are told to never touch their students and, at times, to 
overlook the lives their students lead so as to teach to the test. At other 
times this neglect seems to be the outcome of simply trying to ‘meet’ the 
new state standards.  Increasingly, and in effect, we are asked to disavow 
our loves, our love of learning, our passion for teaching, our care and 
concern for our students so as to meet federal, state, and district 





work through our hearts as well as our heads. …It is time for the academy 
to allow, even invite, the emotions, and more specifically love, into our 
understanding and practice of teaching.
181
 
Care, in any capacity, boils down to a byproduct of what that means in terms of 
student academic outcomes as far as the school and school districts are concerned.  
Policy appears to take precedence above advocacy. 
According to Liston and Garrison, such tensions even impact teacher 
preparation programs, affecting pre-service teacher dispositions and solidifying 
the process of diminishing the level of caring that takes place in classrooms: 
Influenced by the growing obsession with student outcomes on state-wide 
standardized tests, teacher education has grown increasingly technocratic 
as accountability, standards, and measurable outcomes have replaced more 
humanistic and nuanced concerns in the preparation of professional 
educators.  This erosion of compassionate, responsive approaches to 
teacher preparation has had a direct impact on the nature of the programs 
we offer our preservice teachers. …Interestingly, as these rigid mandates 
and trends have been reshaping the lives of children in U.S. public schools 
and of preservice teachers in our teacher education programs, there has 
been a growing interest in caring’s role in educational contexts. 
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Liston and Garrison point out a very real irony.  Teachers are supposed to 
care for students, a common expectation; however, this can sometimes be difficult 
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when rigid mandates and school structures do not run parallel to those efforts.  
Earlier, Participant Five indicated that she wanted to have good classes and good 
test scores, but she also recognizes the tensions between achieving academic 
benchmarks and ensuring that students learn more than just content.  Participant 
Five stated:  
I feel like I’m waging a one person battle of trying to have a paradigm 
shift about being a “grade center” because GPA is nothing to colleges 
now… it’s nothing. And yet it takes a grade instead of learning today. 
What did you get from this outcome, this voice, this writing or whatever? 
And it’s not comfortable for me.  I could care less about the grade. On the 
flip side, I have such a reverence for history.  I think all children need to 
know it.  They need to know their history and they need to know how it 
relates to today.  
Even her passion for history itself is somehow masked by the need to 
assign a numerical value to determine student success. 
In the next section, we will explore implications for the care theory and its 
impact on teacher practice.  How can we systemically implement a care ethic in 
school settings to encompass something beyond pedagogical caring?  Do schools 
want to implement a care ethic that extends beyond pedagogical caring?  Should 
they? If so, what would it look like?  How would complete caring (caring received 
and reciprocated) be measured?  These are some questions to consider as we 







Implications for Theory and Practice 
 Care theory spans many years of scholarly thought, empirical research, 
and practical inquiry.  Such extensive attention to the theory ushers in significant 
questions about why it is important and what are its benefits concerning schools 
and society.  One particular acknowledgement about the theory is that care has 
significance for not only students within such domains, but people in general.  
While the collective perspectives on care theory present complex and, sometimes, 
ambiguous understandings, one thing is certain – care theory gives us a necessary 
foundation for addressing many of the cultural liabilities Martin and others readily 
point out as harmful to our society. 
 It would be seemingly difficult, but not impossible, to systemically 
integrate a care ethic in a school setting because many pre-cursors would have to 
exist to help facilitate such a uniform effort.  The assumption is that all teachers 
(and administrators) care for their students on some level, and this is likely true; 
however, to cement, or somehow package, this caring into a unified force and 
align it with the education mandates of schooling institutions, takes an effort that 
is not commonly practiced.  First, understanding what care is becomes 
fundamental to understanding how one comes to care for others.  In other words, 
care must be defined on a personal, individual level.  Next, that individual caring 
would have to be subsumed within the more comprehensive vision of the school 





 What becomes problematic about integrating a seamless care ethic in the 
school setting is that individuals would have to have a common understanding 
about what that looks like while implementing it.  Additionally, individuals would 
have to recognize both academic and non-academic benefits to the caring 
relationship they share with their students to enhance student outcomes as future 
citizens in society.  Since education policy mandates on local, state, and federal 
levels are unlikely to change focus to accommodate such an abstract notion as 
care, the school would have to be clear on what type of students they want to 
graduate as future citizens, the types of teachers they want in their classrooms to 
teach them, and the type of ethical or moral characteristics they would like to 
instill in students before they exit the system.  Thus, if care is part of the focus of 
schools, benefits associated with this ethic would have to be made explicit to and 
agreed upon by all stakeholders.   
 Pedagogical caring is what is commonly observed in school and classroom 
settings. To emphasize natural caring and/or ethical caring within this context 
would inevitably be reflected within the purpose of education within a schooling 
institution.  To be sure, there are many educators uncomfortable with any type of 
relationship with students other than academic in nature.  For them, the purpose of 
schooling may be just limited to the content they teach and nothing more; 
however, there are those for whom the love of teaching, the love of students, and 






 Currently, both in-service and pre-service teachers must reflect the 
Interstate Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (InTASC) standards in 
their practice.   These standards, developed under the umbrella of the Council of 
Chief State School Officers, “…outline what teachers should know and be able to 
do to ensure every K-12 student reaches the goal of being ready to enter college 
or the workforce in today’s world.”
183
  In continued reading about what the 
standards entail, while they are extremely clear about what good teaching looks 
like, it is also clear that the focus of these standards are explicitly academic in 
nature.  There are components, however, within the standards that highlight the 
“critical dispositions” teachers should possess when working with students.  For 
example, teachers must engage, value, and respect students in the learning 
process.  Furthermore, teachers must encourage the type of learning environments 
that help foster student growth and development within the academic setting, 
including positive peer relationships.
184
  Though the standards require teachers to 
be familiar with the background characteristics of students and other areas that 
help to facilitate their learning, there is nothing made visually explicit about 
relationships leading to non-academic related outcomes.  
 Similarly, other standards that impact teaching practice (e.g., Common 
Core) emphasize other types of academic requirements.  But despite such 
limitations in the mandates, there is some flexibility for teachers to exhibit care 
simultaneously in their practice.  Care need not be merely pedagogical in nature. 
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 Professional Development is a good vehicle to share how care impacts 
student success.  It is profusely utilized in every aspect of education to help 
improve teacher practice and could be adopted as a necessary tool to help in the 
process.  Additionally, a teacher preparation course specifically dealing with care 
theory can be incorporated for pre-service teachers to understand the foundational 
principles of care theory and how care is a central component in the development 
of good human beings for society – not just academic drones for the workforce.  
Scholarly figures such as Noddings, Gilligan, Mayeroff, and Martin can be 
explored in more detail, along with their contributions to thinking about care 
theory as a universal concept.
185
  Liston and Garrison, in Teaching, Learning and 
Loving, also share a list of wonderful scholars who shed light on the idea of love 
(an extension of care): “Megan Boler, Kerry Burch, Michael Dale, Ann 
Diller…Lisa Goldstein, Ursula Kelly, Rachel Kessler…and Elaine J.O’Quinn” 
186
among others.  Still, other works by empirical scholars such as Epstein and 
Roberts can continue to add to the richness and understanding of the theory. 
 Incorporating care in schools cannot just be an arbitrary mission.  It 
involves a shift in thinking, understanding, and being. For example, Nodding 
contends that “intellectual development is important, but it cannot be the first 
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 She advocates that “classrooms should be places in which 
students can legitimately act on a rich variety of purposes” which include 
“[producing] people who would live nonviolently with each other, sensitively and 
in harmony with the natural environment, reflectively and serenely with 
themselves.”
188
 In other words, schools, in her view, would be places where 
students can learn ways of living and being that transcend mere intellectual 
thought.   
 Thus, schools might adopt practices that reflect caring behaviors and 
actions.  One example might be the incorporation of a school garden, teaching 
students how to care for nature.  A vegetable garden would provide an additional 
lesson in showing them how to care for their bodies by eating natural, organic 
foods.  Other practices might include the explicit teaching and exercising of 
character traits that are representative of care such as those found in Mayeroff’s 
chapter on the Major Ingredients of Caring (e.g., patience, honesty, trust, 
humility, etc.).
189
 Similarly, Opalewski and Unkovich have practices that could 
support implementation of a care ethic in schools which they call the A-B-C’s of 
creating a classroom family and include awareness of, respect for, and connection 
with others.
190
  Other systemic practices could involve the idea of caring school 
communities such as those examined in Ellerbrock and Kiefer’s study.
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Teaching the importance of care is essential to preparing young adults who 
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respect, love, and act in moral ways toward others.  It is critical for schools to 
help shape these individuals to meet society’s expectations of what it means to be 
good, ethical, and kind human beings.  Intellectualism, alone, cannot produce 
moral character conducive to caring for others.   
 Such a shift in thinking and behavior presents a challenge to measuring 
care in school and classroom settings; however, it is not impossible to place 
judgments on actions that denote caring behavior and progress in this realm.  In 
fact, many scholars argue that care in and of itself is a necessity for student 
success - however that success may be defined.  Still, the idea of care in this 
particular context does specify that success must include a great measure of 
human morality, love, and sincere respect for others, a lesson that exceeds 
academic outcomes. 
 A closer look at care theory as it relates to schooling practice is definitely 
needed, but the application of care in a practical sense is an urgent matter and 
should be made a systemic reality for all schools, even if there are failed attempts 
at doing so.  As Noddings indicated, there is no set formula for care but that does 
not mean that educators and policy makers should not attempt to make caring 
schools a reality, emphasizing relationships that focus on non-academic factors 
(e.g., moral development, concern for others, empathy). 
Recommendations for Future Research 
 While this study focused on teacher understanding of care, it is important 
that future research considers student perspectives of teacher care.  That is, 





them, and if so, in what ways.  What would solidify this type of research further 
would be an analysis of specific teachers’ perceptions of how they care for their 
students and what their students perceive from them as caring. 
Additionally, it would be helpful to observe multiple school settings in 
which teacher and student relationships can be observed, looking for types of 
behaviors and actions that reflect caring attributes and whether or not these 
actions are perceived by both teachers and students as caring in nature.  It would 
also be interesting to see differences across content areas, types of school settings, 
as well as schools with high levels of community involvement. 
A challenge to these types of studies, which this particular study attempted 
to avoid, is the idea that behavior and responses can be altered when subjects 
know what you are specifically looking for.  As a result, data obtained from 
observations might lack accuracy or be based on untrue assumptions about the 
behavior or responses of participants.  Skewed or inaccurate research results can 
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Table 1.1 Teacher Participant Responses in Relation to Supporting Academic 
Growth 
Academic Growth Response Teacher Participant 
But sometimes they are reading for their English class…Even 
reading those books with me is different because I’m not 
analyzing, I’m not finding the symbolism, I’m not asking to find 
the metaphors.  I’m reading it like a reader, and, The Scarlet Letter 
oh my gosh! just wait ‘til you find out what they do to her!  It’s so 
unfair!  They become so mad.  Well, that’s the way readers talk 
about books.  I get to talk that way with the kids, and their English 





I’m not sure if he has the same positive outcomes in other 
classrooms just  because I think that  I’m willing to go above 
and beyond and do things a lot of other teachers aren’t 
willing to do. … I struggle because I kind of run the whole 
gamut of things in my classroom because I am an elective 
teacher.  I have students who are AP in the classroom with 
students who are very gifted, and so my challenge is to keep 
the really smart kids moving in the right direction without 
being bored and bringing the IEP students along with them.  
It’s a real challenge.  So, my outcomes for those same 





I would say that positive student outcomes for me is 
whenever I am able to see students apply what they have 
learned in my class to their lives and also for them to be able 
to teach it to each other as well.  I teach them how to budget 
their money and plan for college and get along with each 
other and actually see the results from lessons that they are 




(Strategies for Success) 
I do a lot of scaffolding…via vocabulary…history of different 
authors…you know of literary pieces that have relevance to 
what we’re getting ready to do.  …And they help my kids be 
successful because African American kids traditionally - I 
won’t say reject but they disconnect from literature that 
doesn’t relate to them. … I am teaching a course right now 
that helps kids, you know, prepare…kids who have not passed 
the End of Instruction. … And it’s remediation slash 
preparation.  And I don’t know how many parents know that 
their kids are in there or know the gravity of what we’re 






I’ve taught AP now since 1998.  I want them to succeed on 
that test. And for some kids, it might be making a two.  
Taking children where they start and building them.  Not 









Academic Growth Response Teacher Participant 
failure. Never ever do you want to set a child up for failure. 
Their test scores are still positive and so most of them are just 
looking at test scores as positive outcomes; whereas, me, I’m 
looking at remediation rates, high school to college, ACT 
scores…That’s what I want them to look toward.  You gotta 





Let’s say they come into 6
th
 grade and they read on a 3
rd
 
grade level… and they come out of 6
th
 grade and they read on 
a fifth grade level…  Well, they’re not on 6
th
 grade level and 
they’re coming out of 6
th
 grade but they just came up two 
years of reading in one year. Have they had academic 
success?  And um, I think the answer to that is yes.  So, that’s 
something else that we constantly weigh out is individually, is 
this child succeeding.  I can’t always compare this child to this 
child.  I have to start with where they are and see where they 
end up and did they grow – have they learned. 




I think a teacher recognizes you know what, not every student 
is gonna come in my class at the same level or even willing to 
learn at the same pace; but if they get it the first nine weeks, 
and another student gets it at the end of the first semester, 
and another student gets it at the end of the third nine 
weeks, then it doesn’t matter to me.  You know, I mean 






Table 1.2 Teacher Participant Responses Indicative of Pedagogical Care 
Pedagogical Caring Response Teacher Participant 
So my theory is, respect starts with me, and I’ve got to give it 
to my students.  And I tell them, “I respect you and I love you 
for no other reason than you’re sitting here in my room…” … 
no significant learning occurs when there’s no significant 
relationship. 




I think that being available to students to ask questions 
before/after class, during lunch and even in class makes the 





They know that they can come and talk to me about any 
needs that they have.  About academics, about personal 
relationships, and I let them know that I’m the teacher, and if 
we get to a point where I’ve got to get help because that’s all 





(Strategies for Success) 
I think I have a great relationship with my students because 







Pedagogical Caring Response Teacher Participant 
things that concern them….   It’s about building relationships. 
There is no academic success without building relationships. 
Sometimes we are the parent and the teacher. Sometimes 




My students know I care; they know I’m passionate… I want 






Were the classes tough?  Yeah, it was very tough.  And that’s 
what I am trying to give back in teaching my kids.  When you 






I think in order to get any kind of academic success out of my 
kids, I have to start with…  basic routines and rituals and 
respect, because without that, I am not going to get any 
academic success out of them at all.  If they don’t respect me 
and they don’t feel that I respect them and care about them, 





We kind of dealt with the situation…I’ve spoken with him… 
Brought him in after school, at times, just to do some 
tutoring sessions and have him make up work.  And so, he’s 
definitely successful.  ... if I were to narrow down any kind of 






Table 1.3 Teacher Participant Responses: Establishing a sense of Community in the 
Classroom 
Responses Regarding Community  Teacher Participant 
 
A lot of my students don’t understand what social reading 
is.  They are not readers; they think that readers sit in a 
room all by themselves and are very isolated.  When you 
read a book you love, the first thing you have to do is go 
blab about it.  With some of my kids, success is finding out 
that there is this wonderful community of readers who are 









So we bring them into this building, create that unity…and 
things are going to move forward.  …They need to change; 
they need to know how to integrate with one another and 
to… just kind of socially figure out where they are and 
maybe even develop stronger new relationships… 
P3 
Non-Core Teacher 





Responses Regarding Community  Teacher Participant 
 
 
These sandwiches that she was making were for her 
classmates and for the teachers and she felt such a sense 
of responsibility and belonging that she was doing 
something for her community. … We all want to feel 
connected. I said this in a speech a while ago:  urban kids 
don’t fear retention; they fear exclusion. … They want to 










I work with a lot of them and call them in individually. I 
kind of say Hey, here’s gonna be your group and here’s 
gonna be your group that you’ll work with.  There’s a lot of 
times some students are going to relate better to peers 





Student to students relationships, what I really strive to 
build is that they see themselves as a team.  And that in 
their class… that each class sees their individual class as a 
group… And that they see their table as a team because 
we do a lot of lab work that requires a lot of cooperation 





…I can see a lot of dynamics with the students. I think 
social interactions are certainly a huge factor in their 
development and what they achieve and what they do.  
…If you see them, the students are much closer.  … they 







Table 1.4 Teacher Participant Responses: Knowing Students 
Responses for Knowing Students Teacher Participant 
 
…I know it is because of the Special Ed and my remedial 
background, I taught Special Ed outside of Oklahoma in 
Iowa, I can differentiate; and so success is differentiated in 






And if I see them struggling, if I see them nod, I know I 
need to do some more … or  ask some more questions to 
pull some more information out of them...  Students won’t 
tell me what they are doing wrong.  It’s something that I 
have to seek out; otherwise, you have the quietest kids 









Responses for Knowing Students Teacher Participant 
 
accomplished.…I see them in the hall and just stand next to 
them, not look them in the eye, just stand next to them in 
the hall.  When they look up, I ask what’s going on?  And 
their eyes light up.  They don’t feel like I’m accusing or 
confronting .  If something’s going on… It could be a kid in 
the class that’s bothering them; it could be family 





(Strategies for Success) 
I know many kids outside of my classroom…kids who don’t 
come through basketball or my inner circle.  Seek out those 
kids.  Get to know those kids.  Go to a football game.  Go 
to a basketball game.  Go to a wrestling match.  Go to 
cheer pom.  Watch those kids and their stomps and tell 
them how great they’ve done.  Those kids desire 







But just yesterday, this one boy during tutorial [said] “I 
have to work on Super Bowl…” and I see him at the Y 
[YWCA]. I work out everyday at the Y and he never says hi 
to me at the Y. I always have to say hi to him, you know.  
It’s weird seeing your teacher not in [class]… So, he was 
talking about the Super Bowl yesterday and I said, “Well, 
you know, it starts at 5:00 o’clock.” So we talked about the 
Super Bowl.  Yesterday was the first time he said hi to me 






The strategies you have to use are many, many different 
strategies…cause you have to figure out what is best for 
every one of them.  And so, it usually takes a little while to 
get adjusted to figure out what is best for one kid 
compared to another.  Everything is not going to work the 





And sometimes my students on IEPs – my special ed. 
students – depending on what their specific ability or 
disability is, they sometimes are the more um, you know, 
more auditory…maybe they listen better… So I try to pair 
them up where they can draw on each other’s strengths. 
You know if somebody is real auditory or if somebody is 
very kinesthetic or if someone is better at writing out… you 
know and kind of match their strengths up so they don’t all 
have the same skill set at the table. …That takes a little 










Responses for Knowing Students Teacher Participant 
 
by name.  And I refer to them by name.  I am very careful 
to do that.  They have no problem talking with me.  A lot of 
them, if they maybe have an attitude…I can respond back 
to them  - a lot of times, very playfully…and things of that 
nature where it’s more laid back and I don’t…I mean I can, 
you know…we can joke and talk about things.  And… if 
they’re acting up, I am typically just able to pull that 
student aside and ask them “what’s going on” or “what’s 
the problem?”  And usually, that’s enough to solve 
whatever issue is going on.  …They know that I know who 
they are… and it’s not just oh there’s a student disrupting 
my class… I definitely think probably, if I were to narrow 






Table 1.5 Teacher Participant Responses: Expressing Concern for Students 
Responses for Student Concern Teacher Participant 
 
Once they write a little bit, and I answer back, I get a little 
more the next time.  And I answer back a little bit more; 
and I start asking those higher level thinking questions, 
and pretty soon, I’ve got a reader, and I’ve got a thinker.  





When they are working on something, not even that they 
get tunnel vision, but they just get into it.  …And to see kids 
begin to do simple arithmetic problems, but to translate 
that skill into my life, and this is my future, and I’ve got to 
know what my GPA is, to see them really get into it and dig 
in, that’s where I see success.    Because I know that then 
that translates into real life work, real life lessons, real 








(Strategies for Success) 
But something that I have done and continue to do is to, 
you know, look for the good.  ...Your nails look nice or your 
boots look nice or you are so athletic or you read so much 
better than you did last week or you’re going places.  And 
so accentuate the positive. I had a young man who acted 
up in another class and so I said, you know what… I am 
constantly bragging on you to everyone else and then you 
do this.  And so I am not above playing the guilt card and 
telling kids…  You don’t know how many kids are not being 
told positive things…but you know what I have found to be 
successful is…at the risk of being transparent, I accentuate 

















For the last couple of years, the groups that have been 
coming up – it’s a zero.  And I have seen how I have really 
had to adjust my level of teaching.  I was like way up here 
(hand motioning a high level) and I was only reaching 
maybe 5% or 10% of kids, max.  Aw man, so I really had to 
adjust the level of teaching over the last couple of years… 
And you still got those kids that are way up there and 
those are the kids that you bring into these groups, so it 





I think in order to get any kind of academic success out of 
my kids, I have to start with what I just went through with 
you.  I have to start with basic routines and rituals and 
respect, because without that, I am not going to get any 
academic success out of them at all.  If they don’t respect 
me and they don’t feel that I respect them and care about 





I have a young man whose…I would say he has a lot of 
trouble with home...  There’s a lot of home based 
problems, a lot of struggles with parents in and out of the 
picture… and him being moved around a lot.  And so, he’ll 
get to class.  A lot of times he’s just laying down his head 
or, you know, just not really involved…  And so, I talked to 
his mother on several occasions.  We kind of dealt with the 
situation…I’ve spoken with him… Brought him in after 
school, at times, just to do some tutoring sessions and 
have him make up work. …He actually came and told me 
how he went home and worked through a bunch of 
problems and he couldn’t wait for me to see it…you could 
actually chart and see that he’s definitely, you know, 
moving in the right direction. He’s actually concerned 
about his grade and things of that nature – that when I 







Table 1.6 Teacher Participant Responses: Fostering Positive Teacher/Student 
Relationships 




Personal success is my little guy who finished some of the 











my hand out to shake his hand, and I mean he just glowed.    
He had finished a book on his own, you know, a book he 
had been able to choose for himself. 
 
(Reading) 
…I had him last year and I was eager to get him back this 
year.  He dropped out.  I think he went to jail.  And I think 
he got a fire under him by somebody somewhere that told 
him “You’ve got to pull it together.”  In my classroom I was 
happy to see him again, and I told him so.   And I think that 
my being open and open-minded and willing to try 
anything and able to lock them into being engaged who 
otherwise would be reluctant learners. I believe that makes 






They know that if something is bigger than I can handle, 
then I’m gonna go get help.  I will seek out whatever 
resources we need in order to get their situation resolved, 
whatever it is.  It doesn’t matter. Whether it is academic, 




(Strategies for Success) 
It doesn’t take but…you know if you go by a Braums or a 
Taco Bell or a McDonalds or a KFC and see one of your 
students, those kids are so happy to see you outside of 
school. Hey you know I saw your run! Good job!…you know 
and high five them or a fist bump them or say Hey, you 
know what? You’re doing a great job working… Those kids 










Yeah, I’ve had a few kids – 4 or 5… There were only two I 
had to call DHS; the others, I had to come in and talk to 
them… There’s a few that I have had to talk to the parents.  
So there’s different things at home… We are there for the 
kids and so it doesn’t bother me… I’m like okay, what am I 
gonna face when I get here, but it works out good.  Every 





…There is no academic success without building 
relationships. Sometimes we are the parent and the 
teacher. Sometimes we’re called on to play those dual 
roles.  And when that happens, they absolutely know that 
if something is occurring that is an injustice to them that I 






And so, you know, it’s just recognizing it’s okay to allow a 











grade but that’s not the end all.  That’s not the purpose.  
That’s just a means, trying to get them to that end.  And 
so, you know, you’re not just giving them an “F” just to 
give them an “F.”  If they’re willing to go back and work 
harder and put forth the effort, give it to them. You know, 
allow them to put in that effort.  Because what does it 
matter… if two weeks later they come in excited because 




Table 1.7 Teacher Participant Responses on Utilizing a Strict Discipline Approach 














When I was at [Anonymous High School], I decided that I 
would never ever write another referral to the principal 
about a certain class.  You can take lighter fluid and a 
match, and I won’t write a referral because… I had my 
master’s degree in administration.  …you know at that 
point, you want a kid to be severely punished for whatever 
the infraction.  By the time the child gets to the principal’s 
office, they are contrite.  … And then, on top of that, they 
have to deal with parents, school boards.  Often, what 
happens to the child is a slap on the wrist.  …And I’m a 
believer, a strong believer in “the hammer should fall fast 
and furious”  ‘cause then it won’t fall again.  You know 
what I mean? If Little Bobby in 7
th
 grade mouths off to you, 
you’ve got to meet that home. You don’t do that.  You 









… I have to go back to day one of the first day of school 
and how I open up my classroom…and just how you set the 
stage for your class and your expectations and your rituals 
and your routines that you are going to have. And um, I set 
the stage on day one partly because of my type of students 








Responses for Strict Disciplinary Approach Teacher Participant 
 
Ironically, they don’t have a lot of structure in their home 
life sometimes.  …It gives them a sense of security.  So I 
usually have a seating chart on the first day of school.  …So 
my classroom rules – I have five.  I called them the three 
P’s, an L, and an R.  The first P is prompt.  They come to my 
room and they expect me as a teacher and instructor to be 
there… and I promise I will be and I expect them to be in 
their seats and ready to go when the bell rings.  And the 
second one is prepare.  They need to bring their 
assignments they were given, their pencil, their 
composition notebooks – the things that they need for 
class. And the third one is to participate.  I just don’t want 
anyone sitting there like a bump on a pickle. Everyone has 
something to say and that we’re gonna take turns.  The 
next one is listen to each other when everyone is 
participating…  And the last one is – I tell them the very 
most important one – respect.  That if we only had that 
one…  If we just had respect, then all the others would fall 
into place.  I try everyday to be respectful to my kids and 

















Tentative Questions for Interview Participants: 
1. How would you define successful student outcomes in your classroom 
and/or school? 
2. Would you consider social and academic success in this definition? 
3. If you had to describe what “successful student outcomes” looks like in 
your classroom and/or school, including social and academic success, how 
would you describe it? 
4. What are some elements in the classroom and/or school setting that might 
assist you in promoting successful student outcomes?  Prevent you from 
doing this? 
5. Can you provide anecdotal evidence or share a personal story in which 
you may or may not have played a direct role in influencing positive or 
successful student outcomes? 
6. In your opinion, how important is it that teachers engage in strategies or 
approaches which promote positive student outcomes? 
7. What role, if any, do you feel students should play in the process of 
supporting their own positive outcomes or that of their classmates? 
8. Are there any words or phrases that come to mind that might substitute for 
the process of ensuring positive student outcomes? (Another question 
might be How might you go about doing this?) 
9. What, in your opinion, does a teacher who fails to ensure positive student 
outcomes look like?  In other words, what types of actions reflect this 
disposition? 
10. What other information surrounding this idea of positive student outcomes 




**These questions are not necessarily complete and may serve as springboards to additional 
questions.  This could lead to further inquiry as a basis for the research.  The responses given by 







Table 2.1 Teacher Participant Responses Regarding Administrative Support 
Administrative Support – Response Teacher Participant 
My school is 100% behind me!  [Principal] is my third …every one 
of them have supported me, and because they have let me grow 
the program, and, you know, they take success the way I define it 
which may not be a higher score on their EOI, we’ve been able to 
build this program to the point that I teach close to 300 kids a year 
and one other teacher has two more sections which is probably  
fifty…  more kids.  So in our school of 2400, it’s like 350 kids are 
taking Reading for Pleasure. It has such a good reputation because 
they’ve let me be true to this.  Other districts have tried this, I 
think [Anonymous] City has something they call [similar to] it, and 
it literally is farmed out to coaches who have an extra hour, 
debate teachers who just need a time to plan.  So, it’s not 
successful there.  We have, I think, the premier program, and it’s 
absolutely because… my principals… [know] exactly what I am 
doing.  And, [Anonymous] High doesn’t have the same success 
because one teacher hasn’t been able to nurture it the way I have.  
But, I’ve got blankets of [support] from my administrators and 
from my parents and from my kids.  And that means as much to 





I think I’m the best Tech teacher in my school...  I think 
because I am an elective teacher, nobody is ever in my room.  
Now, they are in the English teacher’s room and the math 
teacher’s room every single day, checking off their list, to 
make sure that they have met all of their requirements for 
expectations for teachers.  They don’t ever come into my 
room.  And, I have to almost invite them.  …I think that I get 
support, but I think that they have no idea what I do and are 
surprised when they find out what I am doing.  But I think that 
I am just not on the radar.  As an elective teacher, I don’t 
think that I figure a lot of the time into what the district, what 
the administration approve[s] of… Yeah, because I don’t teach 
an elective class that affects the school as a whole.  It’s that 
indifference.  It’s not that they don’t care about my class.  The 
more I invite them into my room and kind of force the issue, 
the more they identify the things that I do, but because I am 
not a core class and because I’m not an EOI core class, 
administrators are too busy trying to make sure that those 




Oh yes!  And it’s so nice to have…because it’s such a difficult 
time for them [students] to leave the middle school and then 
make that jump to high school, especially to  have to combine 
two middle schools together that normally are enemies.  But 
normally we have the rivalry and they come together here at 
the high school… and so they are used to rivalry.  So we bring 
them into this building, create that unity so that they can see 
P3 
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Administrative Support – Response Teacher Participant 
both halves. … And faculty, not only the faculty but the 
administration and I wrote parents in so that they can know 
that we are on their side.  I am going to help you, and I will 
need your help so that we can [help] your child.  And that has 
got such great respect from them. … for them [students] to 
have to deal with each other, just kind of socially figure out 
where they are and maybe even develop stronger new 
relationships, given that opportunity instead of having to, if 
they have been in not a positive cohort group to, you know, 
figure out where else in the social outfit you can make 
connection. 
 
Uh huh. [Confirming administrative support] I’ve had some 
success.  We won a state championship in basketball two 
years ago.  And in the same year I had success in raising test 
scores. So I think they value me as a coach and as a teacher.  
They’ve actually given me an extra class that I’ve got to get to 
here in a few minutes.  I am trying to help kids pass the End of 
Instruction test they haven’t passed yet.  And so, yeah, I mean 
we all have…  And so we all have gifts and those gifts are not 
necessarily sometimes conventional or orthodox; but if they 





I now have a phenomenal principal…the best I’ve ever worked 
for.  The assistants, though, had all been hired by a former 
principal - a great, wonderful man, very loving.  And with 
love, you need discipline.  And I’m a very big believer in that; it 
is not in anyone’s best interest, teachers, as well, to love them 
[students] to death.  I think that[’s] what gives teachers a bad 
rap is that we don’t police ourselves.  We’ve got a bunch of 
bad teachers in the classroom.  And, I just had a conversation 
with our Freshman Academy principal, our Freshman 
principal.  My daughter is a freshman; she is a nerd; she likes 
to learn; and she took her ACT as a 7
th
 grader, and she’s 
making all A’s…  She is in a class where the teacher is teaching 
an elective they have to take – it’s a health class.  So I actually 
went to the principal and I said, “Is there a curriculum for this 
class?”  She said, “I know he doesn’t teach.  He stands in the 
hallway on his phone.  That, verbatim, came out of her 
mouth.  And I thought, “This is what’s okay, then.”  I don’t 
know if that is a problem with tenure, if it’s a problem with 
administration.  In their defense, their entire day is centered 
around putting out fires.  Nothing good comes to them.  I get 






Now, it’s like you are not supposed to teach toward the test, 
but that is what everybody is graded on.  They don’t look at 
what kind of students are coming out; they’re looking at test 
grades, what factual evidence you’re gonna have.  That limits 
what you can kind of do with the learning cycle. … There was 
one instance we had a great discussion and there was this 








Administrative Support – Response Teacher Participant 
work out of the book while we were discussing. He was 
learning great. We had the top scores in the school… [The 
principal] comes in one day, sees us discussing and sees him 
working, and [says] “he can’t be doing that while you all are 
discussing.”  That’s how he learns best! I mean, what are we 
supposed to do?  I help him learn. Every kid is going to be 
different. I mean little stuff. … And so after three years of that 
I’m not going to deal with administration like this. I am going 
to go into nursing now. 
   
Yes! I have always felt very supported.  I have been at two 
schools…here in [anonymous] City and my principals and 
administrators have just always been very supportive.  Even 
to the point where they have had to, you know, kind of stick 
up for me a little bit when I’ve done parent conferences.  
Because I do student led conferences and the students are in 
charge of their conference.  … And we spend a day, at least, 
preparing their portfolios, making sure that their 
questionnaires are written out… That everything is prepared 
for them to show their families when they come. And they’re 
allowed to bring anybody to come.  I tell them you are worth 
somebody’s ten minutes.  Somebody will come and invest ten 
minutes in you and it will be a grade.  Because parent 
conference day is not on the calendar as spring break. It’s not 
a day off of school.  It’s a work day for them and they have to 
show up with a mom, a dad, an aunt, an uncle, a brother, 
sister, neighbor, cousin, rabbi or priest...  It doesn’t matter.  
And if they can’t get anybody like that then they need to go 
down the hall and grab another one of their teachers who will 
come and sit for their conference while they show their 
portfolio – their work.  And so, they get to sit and say this is 
my work. …I think it builds not only their self-esteem, because 
somebody’s taken ten minutes to look at what they’re doing 
everyday, but it also kind of cements in their mind I am at a 





Our administrators are pretty well…I mean they really kind of 
set the…atmosphere…How can I help you? What can I do to 
make it easier on you in the classroom? [Referring to 
administrator’s attitudes toward teachers] And I really like 
that and appreciate it because you do kind of feel like instead 
of it being you know the administrators… the administrators 
are just looking to see if every move you make is the right one 
and if you are doing everything you are supposed to do the 
correct way.  Instead, it’s more of an atmosphere where I feel 
like they’re asking the questions, you know: Do you have what 
you need? Are you able to perform your tasks well and do 
what you need?  And so, I think uh…I like that about the 
school. I don’t feel like there’s just this constant pressure of 
doing everything like you’re supposed to.  And there is 









Administrative Support – Response Teacher Participant 
[Anonymous] City Schools… I mean, there’s just a lot of 
pressure to do well, to see the students succeed…you know, 
and of course, that pressure has moved all the way up the line 
and sometimes down the line too.  So, um, you know, I think 
you get a lot of that.  At our school, we see a tremendous 
amount of administrators coming through outside of the 
school to come and see what’s been done or being done in the 
school.  We have data logs, we have word logs or we have 
this, that and the other… You typically are getting, you know, 
okay, well this is what they are coming to look at…Do you 
have what you need to get them up?  You know… Are you 
able to do that? Or Here’s another teacher that’s done it.  
Maybe they can help you with getting yours taken care of. …I 
definitely have a lot of connections at the school and feel very 
free to talk to my administrators or fellow teachers - share 
with them, you know, things that I’m needing.  And they have 
no problem coming to me and saying hey I can you help me 
with this?   So, I think that’s also something that helps the 
atmosphere. 
 
 
